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Introduction
Opposite to a famous Sunday flea market in Kreuzberg, I paused at some graffiti
strewn across a temporary wall. It read: “Berlin is dead and you killed it.” The creator of
the message was anonymous, with no apparent intention to convey anything other than
his or her own anger. At the crowded street, no one seemed to pay attention to that
political statement other than me. Was the lamentation for a lost community not
important? Or was that just a sign of vandalism that I read too deeply? Nonetheless, this
small piece of graffiti seemed to speak to a much larger story.
I bought a Falafel wrap and, for a while, I sat down and observed people - mostly
tourists and young Berliners - navigating through different tents at the market. There
was everything in that square, from second-hand clothes and toys to paintings and
furniture. Some vendors were selling over-priced vinyl; a handful sold vintage items;
quite a few were selling a selection of antiquities, most of which seemed to have no use
other than to look aesthetically old. That day I negotiated for an old camera. Somehow
my broken German got me a €20 discount on an analogue camera, which became my
best friend for my remaining time living in Berlin. And the camera and that graffiti are
what instigated my photographic trek across multiple cities in Europe and the UK.
A couple of blocks ahead of my walk that day, I remember coming across a newly
found street filled with urban art and Turkish food, and then suddenly stumbling into a
garden that hid an entry to what sounded like an underground techno musical event.
There was no signage outside indicating what could be through those doors, but people
were flowing in and out, with their cool and expensive-looking outfits, fanny bags, and
faux leather coats. When paying closer attention, I could hear a mixture of German,
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English and Turkish being spoken. “I should check that out,” I thought to myself. And
once inside, I was not disappointed. That day I told myself I discovered the eclectic
Berlin that everyone talks about; that is the day I fell in love with the city.

Image 1: Flea Market in Kreuzberg, taken by author. January 2019.

After returning on multiple occasions, it took me months to discover what that
place was actually about. On the first floor, it was a co-working space for international
start-ups, and on the underground, they held public events for creative workers as well
as the ‘local’ community. There was nothing underground about it other than its physical
location. Yet, they did a pretty good job at making it seem like it was this hidden
treasure; deftly capitalising on Berlin’s idealisation as a site of alternative and diverse
urban lifestyle. So, I wondered if at the point that I was in “the underground,” as an
outsider with broken German, did that signal the death of the city’s neighbourhoods
5

alluded to in that graffiti? Did my very arrival and occupation make me one of the
“killers'' of Berlin, and if so, why? The earlier message sprayed on the wall was written
in English as opposed to German or Turkish, indicating that the creator was not hoping
to target the local community, but to blame an international audience for destroying the
neighbourhood.
A couple of months later, I moved to London. When I first arrived in this new leg
of my travels, I walked in an almost straight line for about 3 hours, from north London,
dissecting Camden Town and heading towards the south of the city. I wanted to get a
sense of where I was living and establish a personal connection with the place I would
be calling home for the next nine months. No headphones, no Google Maps, and no
destination planned. I am fascinated with the different layers a city presents at a ground
level, so I am always keen to engage with a city on foot before taking public transport.
And it was sunny in London for a change, so I took my Berlin camera with me and
embraced my flâneuse persona.
I remember walking through a path I never came across again and only stopping
when I found a niche, somewhere I considered a gem. I had fallen into the
neighbourhood of Brixton. Street markets, performers, live music, food from Jamaica,
Ethiopia, and Brazil, all side by side. I encountered locally-produced chocolate that
claimed to be the best in the London metropolitan area, locally crafted beer marketed to
be better than any other Dutch beer, and fresh vegetables produced at a local
community garden, free from pesticides. Brixton seemed to be filled with a vibrancy and
diversity that matched my first impressions of Kreuzberg, with an edge of the
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much-vaunted alternative lifestyle and “coolness.” And like my experience in Berlin, it
did not take me long to realise how off I was with my initial thoughts about Brixton.

Image 2: Pop Brixton at an event of spoken poetry, taken by author. August 2020.

While living in London, I was keen to be part of the Brixton community. It had all
the things that I look for in global cities: a sense of authenticity, affordability, and
diversity in its urban form and engagement with space. So over the next few months, I
worked at a popular local venue called Pop Brixton. It is famous for selling three types
of Brixton brews and housing colourful upcycled containers with international street food
7

vendors - I only later found out that it was a top recommendation for 'edgy' first-Tinder
dates in London. As time passed, it became clear that I did not merely find that place,
nor was it a hidden gem. Instead, it was an arena of conflicting forces, carefully crafted
to attract young and international professionals, creatives, and students. Or people just
like me. That said, residents of the area seemed to only come to the cultural venue to
work rather than enjoy it or engage with that space, despite it being a community centre
too.
One of my co-workers, born and raised in Stockwell, an area adjacent to the
neighbourhood, spoke to me about his Brixton experience after I shared my
observations. He said to me that he did not want to offend me, but “Brixton hasn’t been
the same. It changes a lot, and it changes fast, and it is because of people like you.” My
manager, whose parents were first-generation migrants from Jamaica and once rented
a house nearby, overheard our conversation. He then added that his family had moved
because Brixton no longer felt like home and, instead, was filled with "hippies." That
was hard to swallow, and as a dejavù, I remembered the phrase I read in Kreuzberg.
Berlin is dead and you killed it.
It took me some time to realise how these “authentic” multicultural
neighbourhoods had been battlefields, sites of struggle over different ideologies,
cultures, and experiences throughout the years. Housing is one of the most evident
means of framing the vulnerability of diaspora communities in these Berlin and London
neighbourhoods. This thesis then explores how the Turkish and Jamaican diaspora
communities have remained at the margins of urban (re)development strategies in
Berlin and London as their neighbourhoods went through upscaling. To do so, I explore
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the changing meaning of racial difference in the making and remaking of the city,
contextualising the construction of authentic spaces as racially exclusionary practices.
As an outcome, I hope to expand the discussion around authenticity and urban
development to understand the forces impacting the placement and the gradual
displacement of immigrant communities in global cities through housing policies.
After the Second World War, migrants from Turkey and Jamaica settled in Berlin
and London respectively, but how did these diasporic spaces in Kreuzberg and Brixton
get produced? Today, they attract people my age, from a similar international
background and looking for similar alternative urban experiences. Half a century ago,
the same streets would have looked entirely different, pejoratively called ‘ghettos’ and
‘dangerous’ neighbourhoods. Rather than selling an enchanting ‘authentic’ experience,
these were outcast neighbourhoods excluded from the rest of the city’s urban imaginary
until the late-1980s. Kreuzberg and Brixton were juxtapositions to the urban
‘mainstreams,’ both still trying to rebuild their socio-economic sovereignty after political
conflicts. Within the city-region, these specific neighbourhoods were almost containers
of Turkish and Jamaican communities and culture - picked out by policymakers for their
lack of Germanness or Britishness. In contrast, today they carry a celebrated,
romanticised and commercialised imaginary associated with their diasporic identity; as
signature elements of their global cities.
During my time in both cities, I realised that what I saw and experienced were
only the remaining legacies of what Kreuzberg and Brixton once looked like. Just like a
palimpsest - that invites the observer to look at the first layer of the artwork to
understand the final multilayered masterpiece - Kreuzberg and Brixton require a study
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of their establishment as anchor localities for diaspora communities to appreciate what
they came to be: alternative, affordable, and attractive to a predominantly white
demographic. From the 1960s to the late-1980s these locations underwent
redevelopment to tackle the deprivation of their housing options and socially mix the
broader urban population. These particular neighbourhoods were no longer labelled as
‘ghettos’ of Europe, but places that contained poor housing conditions. By contrast,
such a redevelopment did not necessarily improve the diasporic community’s housing
necessities, exemplified by protests and constant conflicts between local communities
and authorities. Despite resistance, new 'setters' were introduced into these spaces
through revitalisation mechanisms. New residents fueled the imaginary of Kreuzberg
and Brixton as arenas of alternative urban culture, resulting in their reputation as
authentic hubs. My research question is thus: How have the Turkish and Jamaican
diaspora communities remained at the margins of urban development strategies in
Berlin and London as their neighbourhoods went through upscaling? How did
Kreuzberg and Brixton become sites of authenticity? And how did the discourse of
‘authenticity’ become a mechanism of urban racial exclusion?
Following the argument by Abdoumaliq Simone and Edgar Pieterse in their
recent book New Urban Worlds: Inhabiting Dissonant Times,
“Large numbers of urban populations are secreted away to the most peripheral
areas of the city or in various forms of detention to keep them from leaking into
the “cleaned-up” city.”1

1

Simone, AbdouMaliq, and Edgar Pieterse, New Urban Worlds: Inhabiting Dissonant Times (Hoboken:
John Wiley & Sons, 2018), 14.
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Their statement holds true in the stories of both Kreuzberg and Brixton. Yet, the
expansion of global cities into urban regions has challenged the imaginary boundaries
and marginalisation of the diasporic part of the urban population. Progressively, these
peripheral areas no longer existed at the urban edges. Instead, they were
geographically reappropriated and commodified. Rather than people 'leaking into' the
city, the city engulfed people living there, for these spaces were targeted for their
cultural capital. Urbanisation has converted formerly excluded spaces of the city into
new scales of capital accumulation, and diasporic communities and their communities
have become recent targets of commodification. Ultimately, areas that these
communities first settled in - places of abandonment that initially no one else wanted to
live in - have become hotspots of capitalised authenticity. They are places that young
people want to be part of, live in, and experience. As a matter of fact, I am part of the
story.
Literature Review
My initial research into the topic of diaspora communities and the development of
authentic spaces departed from the temporal framework of the durée, by Achille
Mbembe. In his book On the Postcolony, Mbembe engages with the topic of
postcolonial anxieties by defining the durée as continuities of the practice of othering
non-Western cultures in contemporary societies.2 Through the discussion of
Francophone Africa and postcolonial power relations, he argues that "the postcolony
encloses multiple durée made up of discontinuities, reversals, inertias, and swings that
overlay one another, interpenetrate one another, and envelop one another: an

2

Achille Mbembe, On the Postcolony (Oakland: University of California Press, 2001), PDF e-book, 102.
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entanglement."3 According to Mbembe, a durée represents nodes of experiences moments in time - and continuities into 'normative' common-sense practices and
characteristics.4
Expanding on Mbembe's discussion, the geographer George Mavrommatis
employs the lexicon to study multiculturalism in Britain through the racial archaeology of
space. Mavrommatis enriches the discussion of the evolving intersection of race and
space in multicultural cities by identifying changes of the durée from a moment of the
pathology of race and culture to a recent capitalisation of cultural difference through
local regeneration schemes.5 Accordingly, he identifies three distinct durées - the durée
of criminalisation, the durée of reflection, and the durée of celebration - present not as
binary oppositions, but different continuities in space. His argument is in line with the
scholarship of the palimpsest in urbanism, where "diverse layers or aspects [are]
apparent beneath the surface."6 For Mavrommatis, each durée is a layer. While I chose
not to employ the durée as an organisational tool as Mavrommatis, the perspective of
the entanglement of different continuities in today's society influenced my approach to
the research. This way of approaching multiculturalism enabled me to see and
experience authenticity not as a contemporary urban celebratory condition, but as a
project that once deconstructed diasporic identities through housing and conditioned
spaces to otherness within society. The durées shed light on the changing
representation of diaspora communities within global cities and how the multicultural
3

Mbembe, On the Postcolony, 14.
Pius Adesanmi, "Of Postcolonial Entanglement and Duree: Reflections on the Francophone African
Novel," Comparative Literature 56, no. 3 (Summer 2004): 229, doi:10.1215/-56-3-227.
5
George Mavrommatis, "A Racial Archaeology of Space: A Journey through the Political Imaginings of
Brixton and Brick Lane, London," Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 36, no. 4 (April 2010),
doi:10.1080/13691830903398862.
6
Merriam-Webster, "Definition of Palimpsest," Dictionary by Merriam-Webster, accessed April 17, 2021,
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/palimpsest.
4
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agenda has redefined the presence of Turkish and Jamaican migrants in Berlin and
London. In turn, my work is inspired by Mbembe’s theory, contributing to the
postcolonial scholarship in the analysis of authenticity by discussing the atemporal
racial exclusion of the Turkish and Jamaican diaspora.
The framework of my research, influenced by Mbembe and Mavrommatis, is
divided into three themes - Kreuzberg and Brixton as European-American 'ghettos,'
local urban resistance and alternative urbanism, and capitalisation of multiculturalism which produce an entanglement in the authenticity of Kreuzberg and Brixton. In my
approach to Kreuzberg and Brixton, it aligns with Sharon Zukin's definition of
“authenticity” when mapping New York City in her work Naked City: The Death and Life
of Authentic Urban Places. I approach the topic of authenticity to explore the paradoxes
produced in urban space, from redevelopment projects and the legacy of activism, to
the marketisation of urban cultural enclaves. An authentic space is then defined in terms
of "origins" and "tradition." For Zukin, "origins" indicates not just people or where they
come from, but the legacy left by residents in the neighbourhood, such as the grittiness,
blackness, or patchwork of diaspora communities' commerce.7 On the other hand,
"tradition" refers to the history of space, which refers to the presence or absence of
investment.8 Together, they allow the lived space to be an aesthetic and to be performed
as a lifestyle.
What is unique about Zukin's discussion of authenticity is the argument of it
becoming a commodity.9 Through different bodies of academia, Zukin argues that the

7

Sharon Zukin, Naked City: The Death and Life of Authentic Urban Places (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2009), PDF e-book, 5.
8
Ibid., 37.
9
Ibid., xiii.
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change in cultural consumption, a symbolic economy, has exclusionary effects,
especially with respect to long-term diaspora residents.10 By shaping the experience in
place and the urban imaginary based on the neighbourhood's cultural context,
authenticity becomes a tool of power over diaspora communities. It enables the
movement of middle-class citizens into historically immigrant neighbourhoods for a new
acquired taste of the aesthetic of space, causing a change of that initial authenticity. In
turn, the displacement of the traditional diaspora community produced new spaces.11
My approach to authentic neighbourhoods expands on Zukin's initial
observations by dividing the term into different durée of authenticity expressed within
space. The literature supporting my approach to space is influenced by neo-Marxist
philosopher and sociologist Henri Lefebvre and his work The Production of Space.
Lefebvre saturates the meaning of space, treating it as a platform of social interaction
as opposed to a neutral infrastructural setting.12 For Lefebvre, space is perceived,
conceived and lived; it is a platform for social interactions and everyday rituals, for a
theoretical imposition by planners, and for the imagination of residents as what it
means. That being said, authenticity - as a tool of capitalising local culture and a tool of
displacement - shapes social conditions in space, making Kreuzberg and Brixton sites
of a strong symbolic meaning for diaspora communities. They exhibit the historical
conceived geographic space and the social tensions arising from the lived and
perceived experience.

10

Defne K. Polat, "‘Now the German comes’: The ethnic effect of gentrification in Berlin," Ethnicities 20,
no. 1 (2020): 156, doi:10.1177/1468796818810007.
11
Zukin, Naked City: The Death and Life of Authentic Urban Places, 4.
12
Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Hoboken: Wiley-Blackwell, 1992).
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With Lefebvre’s and Mbembe’s theoretical framework in mind, I discuss
authenticity as a platform for the production of space as an aesthetic and a lifestyle, not
just a lived space. The postcolonial lens exacerbates the trend of selective authenticity
through housing mechanisms, highlighting the continuous anxieties in Global
North-South urban conditions.13 To an extent, they suggest that cultural integration still
challenges the presence of diaspora communities by not addressing urban
development’s exclusionary practice.
Methodology
My methodology includes archival research and the close reading of cultural
texts, focussing on the postcolonial approach to primary documents, such as
photography, documentaries, and reports, and secondary scholarly literature. To do so, I
turn to Caribbean writer and scholar Edouard Glissant to redefine his notion of “spiral
retelling,” combining earlier reports and academic works to give a different meaning to
the urban reality of the Turkish and Jamaican diaspora communities in Berlin and
London. I employ a qualitative approach to primary resources in conjunction with
interviews conducted by local news outlets and other scholars. For the resources in
German, I relied on my own knowledge of the language and the assistance of two
online translating tools, hoping to stay faithful to the content of the original documents.
My initial intention was to do field research and conduct semi-structured
interviews in Kreuzberg and Brixton. However, given these unprecedented times with
the pandemic, I chose to expand on my own experience while living in Berlin and
London to dictate my approach. To guide me through my recollections of Kreuzberg and

13

Adesanmi, "Of Postcolonial Entanglement and Duree," 228.
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Brixton, I framed my approach as an “urban diary.” Urbanist, award-winning scholar and
environmental lawyer Charles Wolfe coined the term in the book Seeing the Better City
as a guide to explore the urban space, using not only ‘big data,’ but mostly the real life
experience of places through conversations, neighbourhood dynamics, photographs
and mundane experiences.14 Hence, my approach is theoretically postcolonial and
framed by my participatory observations.
Lastly, my approach to translating my ‘urban diaries’ into my thesis emulates
AbdouMaliq Simone’s work in Improvised Lives: rhythms of endurance in an urban
South. Simone’s ability to deliver his stories to portray a social-political meaning of
urban life guided my work. In Simone’s words, urban life is an ensemble of
“simultaneous presence of many temporalities;” thus, his work invited me to rethink the
continuities of stories of displacement and exclusion of urban dwellers.15
Structure
To explore the production and capitalisation of authenticity in Kreuzberg and
Berlin, I based myself on Achille Mbembe's approach to the duree to break down the
topic into three entanglements. Each chapter addresses a different facade to urban
authenticity. Chapter one addresses authenticity within the historical setting of the
ghetto, discussing the pathology of the diaspora community and the criminalisation and
disenfranchisement in space. To support my analysis, I discuss reports in conversation
with the scholarship of the Chicago School of Sociology. Chapter two moves to
authenticity within the rise of movements of alternative urbanism, referencing policies of
14

Charles R. Wolfe, Seeing the Better City: How to Explore, Observe, and Improve Urban Space
(Washington: Island Press, 2017), PDF e-book.
15
AbdouMaliq Simone, Improvised Lives: Rhythms of Endurance in an Urban South (Hoboken: John
Wiley & Sons, 2018).
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urban renewal in response to activists and the emergence of alternative urbanism
through squatting. To exemplify my argument, the prevalence of Antifa in Kreuzberg and
Black Panther in Brixton are discussed. Finally, chapter three concludes with
authenticity as a tool to capitalise on local culture without including local people. This
chapter explores commodification of spatial legacies of both diaspora and alternative
communities while simultaneously displacing them, where culture is celebrated as an
aesthetic. I conclude the thesis by going back to my personal experience in both places,
suggesting areas of further research and how I hope to see urban authenticity in future
(re)development strategies.

17

Chapter One: The American ‘Ghetto’ in Berlin and London
My favourite place to go to in Berlin was at the eastern side of Kreuzberg, in
Hermanplatz on Saturday mornings. I would take the escalator to get off the U-Bahn
station to see tents of all sizes emerging on the horizon. It used to be a ritual of mine to
do my weekly groceries there, and I would approach the same family every weekend to
buy whatever I got offered as the "freshest" option. I would get vegetables, pita bread
and then homemade hummus at a reasonable price from another tent, cultivating an
unspoken friendship with the woman who would help me out every time. Frequently I
was asked which part of Turkey I was from, given my olive skin tone inherited from my
father. When I said I was not from Turkey, people often switched to speaking to me in
Arabic, as if they already understood that if I were not Turkish, then I must be Arab, for I
was a non-white visitor in Hermanplatz on a Saturday morning.
Once I invited my American roommate to come along with me, and it changed
the way I interpreted that space. At the time, I was familiar with most vendors, who did
not know me by my name but would nod their heads as I walked through, showing that
they were familiar with my presence. I looked to my side that day to speak to my friend
and I could not help but notice her apprehension. She was grasping her handbag tightly
against her body as if someone would attack her at any moment. When I asked her
why, she said she lives in New York, so she knows what type of place this is. "This is a
rough area," she warned me, "and I am sure they don't even pay their taxes here." What
an unusual observation, I thought. How can a place with average working people,
selling pita and hummus, be 'rough'? I never invited her again to accompany me back
there, despite her insistence of continuing to experience a ‘different’ Berlin with me. I felt
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uncomfortable and partly offended by her fast belligerent attitude towards a place that
always made me feel part of a community.
On a different occasion in London, I first started working in Brixton and it took
some persuading skills to get my friends to come and hang at my workplace in the
evening; some ended up never showing up. "Brixton is not a place for me," I often
heard, despite the vibrant and inviting environment around Brixton Market. Those
friends that did show up at some point asked if I felt safe going back home alone after
my night shifts, because Brixton only seemed ‘safe’ if you were in a group, heading to a
party and taking an Uber back home. I was aware of the illicit activities happening
around me, but it was nothing unique from what I had seen and experienced in the rest
of the city. My favourite restaurants, crafts stores, and pubs were all along my way to
work, and strangers would wish me a good day as I walked by, asking for nothing in
return. Sometimes performances would take up most space on streets, and I felt
energised by the things I learnt just by looking around. I could not find a reason why I
should have been any more careful there - or scared - than in the rest of London. With
that, I realised that it was not a matter of crime in Brixton per se, but what it represents
in a site of diaspora concentration. The criminal imaginary associated with Kreuzberg
and Brixton, anchor locations for the Turkish and Jamaican diaspora, is oversaturated.
In Kreuzberg and Brixton, crime is underscored; not just today, but since the arrival of
the diaspora communities. This exemplifies how the potential of crime is interlinked to
the clustering of immigrants.
I started to ask myself why I felt so at ease in Kreuzberg and Brixton while my
friends, predominantly white young adults, felt so apprehensive. What is the context for
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the fear of interacting in a neighbourhood of diaspora concentration? How could they
not bear the idea of navigating through those spaces alone while simultaneously
showing some level of interest in spending time there? My question on the subjectivity
of Kreuzberg and Brixton as areas of crime frame this chapter.
Confrontations between diasporic communities and normative means of
urbanism (for instance, socialising and dancing in the streets, greeting strangers, or
hanging their clothes to dry outside their homes) became sources of great anxiety in city
planning. Western urban scholars and planning authorities historically depicted diaspora
concentration as a cause of concern and blight, pathologising their presence and
associating their neighbourhoods with notions of a dangerous city, a 'ghetto.' In Europe,
the concept of the ghetto was initially applied to Jewish communities. The discussion of
the resurrection of the term is beyond the scope of my research. Still, it is evident that in
the moment of diasporic settlement, commentators deployed an American
understanding of the ghetto, as Black, in order to talk about the fear of racial difference
without necessarily explicitly mentioning the word race. In other words, influenced by
the scholarship employed to discuss the American ghetto, the European redefinition of
the ghetto echoed similar racially discriminatory language. But this narrative neglected
the emergence of the ghetto as a site of anti-racist struggle and resistance.16 It
positioned a racial other as the perpetrator of decay, with assumptions of a negative
relationship between space and diaspora minority groups.
In doing so, governmental reports in Berlin and London foregrounded the
ongoing racial anxiety associated with non-white migrants. By labelling Kreuzberg and
16

Maria Stehle, "Narrating the Ghetto, Narrating Europe: From Berlin, Kreuzberg to the Banlieues of
Paris," Westminster Papers in Communication and Culture 3, no. 3 (2006): 53, doi:10.16997/wpcc.59.

20

Brixton as an 'American ghetto,' policy-makers and city officials disenfranchised
immigrant residents, classifying them as racial aliens within the society. For British
cultural studies scholar Stuart Hall, the response to the possibility of crime indicated a
Moral Panic - an exaggerated response to an event. As a result, the discussion of the
'ghetto' in both cities became a way of talking about a racial other without necessarily
addressing race, using ecological terms to characterise Kreuzberg and Brixton as an
'urban problem' that reproduced criminality. The argument of decay and blight
highlighted by reports justified aggressive approaches to redevelopment, such as
slum-clearance initiatives. Ergo, the transient population experienced the failure of
planning policies, placed to tackle the 'ghettoisation' but resulting in the continuous
condition of diaspora communities as 'other.' The apprehension of my friends when
being in a minority-majority part of the city indicates the prevalence of this way of
interpreting diaspora spaces, carrying internalised assumptions of race and crime.
Kreuzberg: Berlin’s ‘Harlem’
Kreuzberg was first introduced as a ghetto in 1973 in one of the famous
centre-left West German news magazine Der Spiegel. With the title The Turks Are
Coming - Save Yourself If You Can, the author warned against the Turkish 'colony' in
Kreuzberg becoming impoverished, filled with crime, and as 'decaying' as Harlem:
"The "Turkish ghetto" is already part of the vocabulary of city councils and social
politicians [...] A marginalised city that seems condemned to apathy due to racial
struggle, crime and house decay, is still a nightmare in this country. But the first
Harlem symptoms are already visible. At erosion sites in German cities, a new
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sub-proletariat is growing up, the seeds of social disease centres are
germinating."17
At the time of the article, the scarcity of labour in the city had been fulfilled by importing
low-skilled workers from Turkey, who were expected to return to their homes upon the
end of their contracts. But as the author of Der Spiegel voiced his concern about the
formation of a 'Turkish ghetto' by stressing the potential crime there, the author reflected
on the changing numbers of Turkish-Gastarbeiter attempting to be more than temporary
workers. Kreuzberg hosted over 191,000 residents in the 1960s, one-third of which
were estimated to be Turkish Gastarbeiter.18 Therefore, throughout the argument, the
author also exemplifies some of the mainstream discourses of Kreuzberg as a
ghetto-space contradictory to the rest of the city's image. The neighbourhood is
depicted as the opposite of the German ideal and a threat to society.
In the earlier years of the German-Turkish labour agreement, following the Berlin
post-WWII division and the building of the Berlin Wall in August 1961, Turks were
temporarily placed in Kreuzberg. They would return home - to Turkey - as soon as their
labour was no longer essential to German companies.19 But in the study of the
transformation of Kreuzberg, the Turkish scholars Reyhan Atasü and Emrah Akbas
point out that “the existence of the houses of Kreuzberg was temporary as the guest
workers should have been.”20 The idea of the temporality of the Gastarbeiter settlement
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justified their poor housing conditions and the restriction of where the Turkish
community was allowed to live.21 Legislation to protect immigrants was outdated,
reflecting the period of nationalism and nazism before the war. Immigrants were
restricted from the freedom of movement and right of residency.22 The Turks were
subjected to the authorities' interest and closely controlled to serve the German society.

Image 3: Photograph of the generalised map of East Berlin and West Berlin, from the museum
"Dokumentationszentrum Berliner Mauer," taken by author. February 2019.

The exploitation of Turkish workers was supported by law, which stated that
"foreigners enjoy all basic rights; except the basic rights of assembly, freedom of
association, freedom of movement and free choice of occupation, place of work and
21
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place of education."23 This illustrates how the local government did not invest in
integrating Turks, impacting the long term condition of their urban presence once
families opted to stay. This was after the government allowed immigrants to apply for
residence permits when Turkey was going through a turbulent political phase.24 The
second-generation Turkish diaspora in particular was more likely to stay in Kreuzberg as
a way to escape Turkey's military coup.25 On the other hand, such poor living conditions
in Kreuzberg were forms of institutional discrimination as an attempt to prevent
immigrants from wanting to stay, ultimately conflating the presence of Turks and
representations of urban decay in the years to come.

Image 4: Taken by author at the Kreuzberg Museum. Subtitle: "Until 1950, tenants themselves undertook
much of the repair of properties there. Reconstruction was out of the question, as money, construction
materials and construction industry were lacking." January 2019.
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Until the 1960s, Kreuzberg - the easternmost part of the Western world - was
forgotten by city authorities and left for its own tenants to reconstruct properties.26 In a
visit to the Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg Museum in 2019, I remember walking through an
enlarged map of the district, placed on the floor so that visitors could walk around the
neighbourhood and hear the story of different long term residents of the area through a
guided tour. The museum means to celebrate the memory of the district, its urban
development and immigration. A theme that stood out from the stories was the feeling of
abandonment by residents in the post-war period, most of whom could vividly record the
precariousness of their homes, alongside a nostalgic feeling for the community that
once surrounded them there. In this period, manufacturing started to leave the area,
before eventually returning in the following decade.27 The majority of buildings were on
the brink of collapse, and residents had limited access to building material and capital
power.28 As pointed out by the German urban scholars Hartmut Häußermann and
Andreas Kapphan:
“Many better situated people had left the borough, the weary tenement houses
remained the home of predominantly marginalised people with respect to their
low social status."29
Therefore, those that could left the area, either back to Turkey or to other parts of the
city, such as Neukölln, before the first significant attempt at reconstructing Kreuzberg;
those that stayed either did not have an option, or were white residents attracted by the
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cheap and abandoned housing stock: Gastarbeiters in particular, but also
counter-cultural residents and squatters.30
West Germany needed the cheap labour provided by Gastarbeiters, and in
particular after the construction of the wall, which forbid workers from the East to fulfill
the demand of the West. Because of that, to a large extent authorities turned a blind eye
to the increasing presence of Turks beyond the period of their contracts. But by the
mid-1960s, an army of more than sixty architects were given the task to draft a plan of
what should have been a new West Berlin. Announced by the then-mayor Willy Brandt
with the slogan Wir bauen das Neue Berlin (We are building the new Berlin), the
top-down urban renewal programme was estimated to directly affect the living
conditions of over 1 million residents by constructing 60,000 apartments across Berlin,
and more expressively in Kreuzberg.3132 Being predominantly a migrant working-class
district with poor living conditions, Kreuzberg found itself at the centre of the debate for
redevelopment through slum-clearance projects.
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Image 5: Kleinbildnegativ: Im Umkreis von Prinzenstraße 106, 1975. Retrieved from the
Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg Museum digital archives. February 2021.

In initial stages alone, the renewal programme envisioned the demolition of over
150,000 units deemed unworthy of modernisation.33 The plan was based on the premise
of avant-garde planning, oriented towards cars and with open spaces. It reflected
American suburban planning, but with more limited space. After the building of the wall,
space was in short supply, and the plan required the complete demolition of buildings to
give space for the new vision of the city. According to the first renewal plan, areas with
'deficiencies' were identified as points of interest for urban renewal measures - the
principal ones being Wedding and Kreuzberg, both of which hosted most of the Turkish
diaspora in Berlin.34 These neighbourhoods also presented the city's lowest average
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income per capita and high concentration of delipidated infrastructures inherited from
the war.35 The programme significantly demolished and reconstructed Kreuzberg until
the early 1970s. The decade became emblematic of large-scale redevelopment, with
the project targeting the Turkish diaspora because of their concentration and presence
in otherwise abandoned spaces.
Because of Kreuzberg’s reputation as a ghetto, urban renewal became a
seemingly neutral and coded way of mitigating ethnic concentration. As seen earlier,
phrases such as 'Harlem symptoms' and 'social disease' were used to express an
apprehension to what Berlin would become if Turkish diasporic communities were to
stay in Kreuzberg. The narrative ignored the poor living conditions in Kreuzberg prior to
Turkish immigration. The diaspora's informal way of interacting with decaying
infrastructure confronted the vision of hegemonic development ideas drawn from
western city planning. And while it is true that structures required urgent repair, that had
been the case before the establishment of the diaspora community. Nonetheless, their
poor living conditions only came to the foreground once it threatened the city’s desired
image in the long haul.
By employing a scientific dialect to urban planning, the author of Der Spiegel
uses a way of thinking influenced by empiricist traditions drawing from the Chicago
School of social scientific thought, which dictated ideas about urban intervention
throughout the twentieth century. The Chicago School, pioneered by Robert Park and
Ernest Burgess in their book The City, established an urban theory that put emphasis
on immigration as causes of cultural conflicts.36 Park and Burgess pointed to an
35
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important characteristic of the emerging urban scene of the 20th century, diversity; they
were among the first scholars to recognise ethnic clusters and their relationship with the
rest of the city. However, their analysis incorporated prejudice, arguing that "racial
colonies, like the Chinatowns of San Francisco and New York, the Little Sicily of
Chicago'' were centres of 'vice'".37 Through the literature of an urban crisis as the
starting point to the discussion, they justified the ethnic concentration and their isolation
from the rest of the city, as well as slum-clearance approaches.38 Park's analysis in
particular assumed that ethnic groups clustered because of their 'primitive' behavioral
pattern, becoming a dangerous rationale to justify hostility and racism in urbanism.39 In
accordance, when the Chicago School influences the public discussion of urban
planning in Berlin, it carries the negative assumption towards the Turkish diaspora as
vices to the city.
The example by Der Spiegel addressing Kreuzberg as a 'ghetto' justifies
top-down mechanisms to urban planning, such as raze-and-build for the construction of
large-scale modernist social housing. One of the main demolition and housing projects
was the construction of the social housing complex Neues Kreuzberg Zentrum (NKZ),
which soon upon its finalisation became symbolic of the failure of modernist urban
renewal. Residents repudiated its concrete walls for having erased the existing housing
and social structure. In the end, the project also did not fulfil all its promises, including a
marketplace, play area and rooftop for the community to gather.40
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Image 6: Neues Kreuzberg Zentrum overpass over Adabelstrasse. Retrieved from Failed
Architecture.41 March 2021.

Wir bauen das Neue Berlin as a plan inherits an alarmist tone against
immigrants, linking their presence to the decay of space and crime instead of
acknowledging abandonment as a spatial condition prior to their arrival. The economic
crisis of the early 1970s aggravated the feeling of 'despair' by the remaining residents,
as cleared lots sat empty because of the lack of funds.42 According to the Senate
statistics, 27,000 apartments were uninhabited in 1978, as house owners and
associations "deliberately allowed houses to become derelict with the expectations that
they would be able to demolish and re-build or fundamentally modernise them using
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government funding, and eventually charge correspondingly higher rents."43 A survey
carried out in the late 1970s highlights the stigmatisation of Turkish Gastarbeiter
throughout the redevelopment process. The survey stated that every second Berliner
wished to avoid Turks, and one seventh of them wanted the diaspora community to be
moved completely out of their residential area.44 The statistic illustrates the lack of
mobility of the Turkish diaspora within the city, but also the societal wish to maintain
them as an invisible sector in the urban environment.
The perspective is echoed in later reports, such as the Tagesspiegel report of
1998, which noted that Kreuzberg became a “foreigner ghetto [...] so immense that the
German police has given up control”, “rotting away from the inside.”45 The report’s
description frames the racist discourse against the Turkish presence in the city,
simultaneously exposing the discursive correlation between the ‘ghetto’ and the
diaspora community that continued to exist until the 1990s. Other media sources
contributed to the apprehension towards the Turks. Another popular article at the time
by Der Spiegel warned the reader about the invasion of Turks and the emergence of
ghettos in the city.46 The journal triggered racialised fears by comparing post-industrial
Berlin with declining US cities. By doing so, it also echoed the same discriminatory
discourse seen in American cities while choosing to ignore the historical and political
background of each country. The scientific lexicon when discussing space justified
traditional top-down approaches and little participation from the residents themselves.
43
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The initial development plan was progressively met with acts of resistance, as
proposed areas of renewal were visibly starved from investments and left to further
decay before any sight of improvement.47 Area-wide demolition was the most frequent
method of modernising the urban environment. Affordable flats were either demolished
or left empty, accumulating residents’ stories being woken up at night by the sound of
destruction.48 According to a study, 2,200 flats were left vacant by 1972, increasing to
about 20,000 by 1981, at a time when 80,000 individuals were looking for housing.49
The sharp increase in vacancy combined with the aggressive displacement motivated
the rise of an alternative scene and the formation of the squatting movement. 50
Because of the renewal model, through the acquisition of private property by housing
associations and redevelopment with public funds without replacing low-cost housing
stock, the urban renewal scheme impacted not only the Gastarbeiter but also
non-conformist Germans living in Kreuzberg.51
Kreuzberg’s demographics in the late-1960s and 1970s point to a determining
factor to local initiatives to resist urban change parallel to raze-and-build strategies. Not
everyone living in Kreuzberg was a foreign worker, and this heterogeneity of residents
proved to be an incubator for political organisation and protests against the planning
policy or urban renewal in the neighbourhood. German youth living there were
remarkably politically active, having escaped the East or small villages around Germany
to embrace an alternative lifestyle by the Wall. As a result, they formed squatting
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communities from the standpoint of aversion for the extensive demolition of housing
structures.52

Image 7: Anarchist house occupied by Squatters in 1980. Retrieved from: German History in
Documents and Images.53 January 2021.
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The squatting movement, pioneered by 'rebellious' and alternative young
Germans, began in the eastern side of the neighbourhood and closer to the wall, later
known as SO36.54 It started as a response to the somewhat authoritarian approach to
housing in West Berlin, fighting against the destruction of liveable housing by
rehabilitating them.55 Despite not being at the frontier of the movement, the Turkish
diaspora benefited from its lasting impacts. The presence of white Berliners allowed for
public sympathy and prevented the government from demolishing whole streets in the
neighbourhood.56 The movement expressively differed from the views of other
diaspora-led activism, such as an earlier Turkish workers' protest in 1973 at the
Cologne Ford.57 Having fought against the poor working conditions and 'horrific housing
problems,' the protest led by the Turks was contrastingly described as uncivilised and
violent, and evoked little solidarity.58 On the other hand, squatters were accepted by
German officials, who attempted to address the issues raised by the non-conformist
community.
At the early stages of the activism, squatters occupied three non-residential
buildings scattered around the city; by the 1980s the neighbourhood became central to
the movement.59 A crisis in Berlin’s formal political power in 1980-1981 became the
tipping point for resistance movements, as it left a vacuum within politics and enabled
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the rapid expansion and radicalisation of the squatter movement within months.60
Berlin's mayor was involved in corruption scandals, leaving the city's future open for
exploration for a couple of months until the next elections.61 This crisis allowed the
social movement to benefit from the turbulent moment of formal politics, with no major
police response to new squats. Only a few Turkish families moved to already-existing
squats, in Forster Straße 16 and 17 and in Kottbusser Straße 8, where they lived within
German-majority communities.62 By then, the occupation of vacant houses and areas
expanded and was called 'rehab-squat', meaning the occupation and immediate
renovation of them.63 In December 1980, 21 empty houses were occupied; by the
summer of 1981, there were nearly 170 houses, half of which were around Kreuzberg.64
The squatting movement, alongside the palpable presence of the Turkish
diaspora, socially organised through gangs as a way to protect the Turkish community
from racist attacks, enabled Kreuzberg to develop the reputation of Berlin's ghetto.65
Together, they united as an anti-system social organisation, successfully advocating for
a shift in renewal practices by the 1980s. This moment laid foundations for what was
labelled “careful” urban renewal, where the topic of living spaces became of central
importance.66 As a result, the Turkish diaspora continued to grow within Kreuzberg, side
by side to squatting and non-conformist autonomous movements, such as anarchists.
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Little was done within and outside the squatting and counter-cultural campaigns to
address Turks’ problems with living space, since the central concern was liveable and
affordable housing to all and not necessarily the poor living conditions of Gastarbeiters.
In 2000, 63 per cent of the population in Kreuzberg were Turkish, which
translates to half of the Turkish people in Germany concentrated on 4 per cent of the
German territory.67 Of the 177,000 Turkish residents of Berlin, most of them still find
their homes in the neighbourhood. But the same news magazine Der Spiegel continued
to warn the reader that:
"Many Turks who came to Germany as guest workers decades ago didn't want to
become part of German society; they wanted to earn money there and return
home after a few years. That didn't happen, though. The Turks stayed on, but it
seems that their original attitude hasn't changed. They formed ghettos and didn't
establish much contact with Germans..."68
The magazine presents Turks as aliens within society and as intentionally failing to
integrate into a multicultural cityscape, underestimating their structural constraints in
Germany upon their arrival. Despite housing improvements after the arrival of
counter-cultural communities, little was done to deconstruct claims of the ghettoisation
of Kreuzberg or address the negative connotations of the diaspora community, still
palpable in the mainstream imaginary of Kreuzberg as a site of criminality. Hence, the
mainstream narrative continues to justify top-down intervention of diaspora spaces,

67

Atasü and Akbas, "An Attempt to See the Soul of the Change," 75.
Matthias Bartsch and Daniel Steinvorth, "Turkish Immigration to Germany: A Sorry History of
Self-Deception and Wasted Opportunities," Der Spiegel, September 7, 2010,
https://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/turkish-immigration-to-germany-a-sorry-history-of-self-decep
tion-and-wasted-opportunities-a-716067.html.
68

36

constructing their bodies as appropriate targets to slum-clearance and institutional
discriminatory practices.
Kreuzberg's residents are aware of the negative reputation of their
neighbourhood within Berlin. In an interview conducted by Aykhan Kaya in Kreuzberg
36, a youngster called Neco exemplified the view of Kreuzberg as a dangerous zone
through its comparison as a zoo:
"Before the reunification, the West German tourists often used to visit Kreuzberg
just to have a quick look without getting off the tourist bus. They were afraid of
us. It was as if they were visiting a zoo, and the bus was like their cage protecting
them from the dangerous animals."69
Nico's observation depicts a sense of detachment from the rest of the city, as if
Kreuzberg was another world independent from West Berlin. But he also points to the
unique relationship Kreuzberg had with the 'outside.' Even though 'foreigners' to
Kreuzberg feared the local residents, they still wanted to visit the area, observing and
interacting with it at a distance. Reflecting back on my experience, the dual relationship
of visitors in Kreuzberg persists. There is both a perception of criminality linked to the
concentration of the diaspora community and a desire to interact with space, for the way
the neighbourhood did not conform with top-down urban approaches. Nico's experience
echoes my own, when my friend interpreted central Kreuzberg as a place of crime but
also wanted to revisit it.
Kreuzberg became both a place to avoid and a place of wonder, becoming
attractive for left-leaning alternative groups, a topic further addressed in chapter two.
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This binary exemplifies a racial anxiety associated with the concentration of the
diaspora community, epitomising the racial connotation to the discussion of it as a
'ghetto.' Race was not directly addressed in Kreuzberg; however, the narrative of the
Kreuzberg as a 'ghetto' connoted a racial meaning, both inferior and undesirable. The
dominant sentiment was of a detachment of Kreuzberg from the rest of West Germany
because of the perception of crime. But by sharing space with the white alternative
groups, the Turkish diaspora tangentially benefitted from their presence, developing a
palpable sense of community characterised by a non-conforming lifestyle.
Today, Kreuzberg simply looks different from the rest of the city. It has hidden
mosques between bars and coffee shops, and murals with graffiti written in German,
Turkish and English. In the spätis, or late-night convenience shops, one can find Turkish
delights or buy a Turkish sim-card, forgetting that Kreuzberg sits in the heart of
Germany’s capital city.
The difference is embedded in the presence of the Turkish diaspora community
and their response to being labelled as Berlin's 'nightmare.' In the discussion of the
city’s crisis upon its division and the formation of the German 'ghetto,' the mainstream
views stripped the historical context of the establishment of the Turkish diaspora in
Kreuzberg. Turks were pathologised and given limited sovereignty to choose where to
live, having to engage with otherwise abandoned spaces.70 In turn, the Berlin story
resonates with the establishment of the Jamaican diaspora in Brixton.
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Brixton: The ‘Ghetto’ of ‘Broken Britain’
In April of 1968, during a general meeting of the West Midlands Area
Conservative Political Centre, Parliamentary member of the Conservative Party, Enoch
Powells, hoped to warn against the "consequences of an alien element" destroying
England from within.71 Adding a face to the enemy, Powell narrated a conversation he
had with a fellow 'decent' Englishman who worried that "in 15 or 20 years' time, the
black man will have the whip hand over the white man."72 He hoped to alert his fellow
members of the Conservative Party that the continuous flow of immigrants from former
colonies was a threat to society:
“As I look ahead, I am filled with foreboding; like the Roman, I seem to see “the
River Tiber foaming with much blood.” That tragic and intractable phenomenon
which we watch with horror on the other side of the Atlantic but which there is
interwoven with history and existence of the States itself, is coming upon us here
by our own volition and our own neglect."
Powells then called the arrival of Commonwealth migrants as a tragic phenomenon on
Britain's horizon in 'American proportions.'73
The Americaness alluded to the racial terror imaginary of the ghetto, replicating
the same anxiety seen in Berlin. Powell's speech suggested that the acceptance of
foreigners, in specific Anglophone Caribbeans, was Britain building the pyre to its
funeral, showcasing inflammatory and hostile rhetoric towards diaspora communities.
And despite his malicious dialect, a poll from the year found that over 70 per cent of the
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population agreed with his views, urging immediate action; an opinion with direct
implications for the landscape of Brixton, the anchor locality for most Jamaicans in
London.74

Image 8: Jamaicans disembarking from MV Empire Windrush at Tilbury Dock, June 1948. Retrieved
from Reading Museum digital archive. December 2020.
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After WWII, Britain had to be rebuilt but needed workers to fulfil the labour
demand, predominantly in the blue-collar sector of public transport and the health
system.75 The solution for the labour shortage was to actively invite Commonwealth
citizens to move to Britain through the British Nationality Act of 1948. However, housing
authorities did not prepare for the sudden influx of residents. Over time, the Anglophone
Caribbean community, expressively Jamaican, were pushed to marginal buildings in
London, initially to empty air-raid shelters near the working class enclave of Brixton and
then to the local undesirable housing.76 Brixton started to be discussed in the media as
the “new Harlem,” exemplifying the argument of a 'Broken Britain.'77
The narrative around 'Broken Britain,' a term coined by conservative politicians to
refer to individual responsibility in poverty and the decline of the inner city, reflected
racial anxieties following the arrival of over 250,000 West Indians to Britain between the
1950s and 1960s.78 The arrival of West Indians became then a 'threat' to society, as,
according to Runnymede Trust, UK's think tank on race and inequality, their presence
was "not perceived as the victim of an already declining inner-city space but was
instead, constructed as the main reason for inner-city deterioration."79 The concentration
of the Anglophone Caribbean diaspora in London was linked to the decline of the
post-industrial city, thought to reproduce spaces of lawlessness and criminality.80 The
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argument justified policies - such as the 'colour bar bill,' Britain's own form of apartheid,
which justified higher rents charged to Afro-Caribbean residents - to exclude the
Jamaican diaspora and other migrant groups from accessing the housing market, and in
specific social and council housing.81 The bill managed the diaspora community in the
city, enforcing internal borders manifested in the housing market.

Image 9: March to call for the end of all immigration into Britain, August 1972. Retrieved from the
Reading Museum. December 2020.

As a result, once in London in temporary shelters, the Jamaican diaspora faced
racial discrimination, ranging from signs that said 'No Blacks' and 'No Coloured' to 'West
Indians not welcome' outside of establishments in advertisements of vacant rooms.82
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So, despite the housing shortage being a challenge in the whole of Britain because of
the war, the diaspora community faced additional struggles finding their home in the city,
experiencing blatant racial hostility.83 The transparency of racism in Brixton differs from
Kreuzberg. In fact, while terms referring to one's race were widely used in the UK, such
as 'coloured,' such ethnic differentiation was avoided by German law-makers, given the
rather recent history of extreme racism in the Nazi era.
In his research on the Caribbean diaspora, Grant Farred compares the
experience of Jamaicans in London to the Turkish Gastarbeiter in Berlin. The idea of
temporality justified their poor living conditions and similarly disenfranchised them from
the right of appropriate living conditions:
"Their status as Commonwealth citizens, which guaranteed their right to live in
Britain, did nothing to ameliorate their conditions of internal racial exile [...] blacks
were [seen as] little more than temporary sojourners, a sort of acculturated,
racially distinct Gästarbeiter"84
Therefore, West Indians settled in finite locations, renting spaces that their British
counterparts would refuse to inhabit; progressively creating acceptable niches within the
city to accommodate their presence in the predominantly white society. With that,
Brixton started to emerge as a multicultural community - an alarm bell to conservative
politicians, who interpreted this formation as a disruption to the British social fabric.
Ruth Glass, the renowned urban scholar who coined the term “gentrification,”
suggested at the time that the hostility towards migrants reflected the insecurities
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experienced with the eroding British empire.85 Nonetheless, such an explanation was
nothing other than a euphemism to justify the continuous marginalisation of the
Jamaican diaspora in the years to come. Glass labelled areas where migrants settled as
"zones of transition," meaning housing at high rents where residents had to crowd in
order to be able to afford living there.86 Accordingly, the density justified the poor living
conditions. For Glass, the 'typical situation' of West Indians' housing was a single small
room, where several residents would "sleep, cook and eat, and spend their free time
when they cannot go outdoors."87 She articulated her arguments by referencing the
"coloured" migrant minority as a problem, "manageable" but "cumulative," and a legacy
of colonial Britain.88 Glass scientifically approached social issues in London while
neglecting the discussion around housing constraints within society for the West Indian
migrants. To a large extent, her comments justified arguments that cultural difference
bred disturbances within society, portraying the resentment of white-Britain upon the
arrival of the Afro-Caribbean diaspora - a problem in space.
The continuous increase of Afro-Caribbean migrants gave room to further
scientific explanation to race relations, influenced by Glass's observations.89 In the
Brixton context, a commissioned report of the 1960s by Sheila Patterson sustained a
similar scientific approach to the presence of the Jamaican diaspora in London.90 Called
Dark Strangers: A Sociological Study of the Absorption of a Recent West Indian Migrant
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Group in Brixton, South London, the report drew from the work of sociologists in the
United States, and in particular from the Chicago School, inheriting universal tendencies
of cities as arenas of racial competition. For instance, racial difference was addressed
through the distinction of 'hosts' and 'strangers':
"Respectable residents expect a tolerable and at least superficial conformity to
'our ways', a conformity to certain standards of order, cleanliness, quietness,
privacy, and property. Clean lace curtains are hung at clean windows, dustbins
are kept tidy and out of sight, […] and house fronts are kept neat. Houses do not
give the impression of being packed to the brim with temporary and noisy
strangers… "91
Patterson's observations depended on biological metaphors to explain the decline of the
inner-city, using aesthetic difference as a determining factor for integration and
acceptance in British society. Her observations are of striking similarity with the theories
presented by the Chicago School, which labeled the West indian population as blatantly
'uncivilised' and of primitive mentality.92 The argument attempts to create an imagined
juxtaposition between the urban resident and the foreigner counterpart, depicted as
emotional and impulsive and contrasted with the modern and rational man.93
Accordingly, her narrative legitimised the ambivalence towards the presence of the
diaspora community, doing little to address housing difficulties and the criminalisation of
the Jamaican diaspora's racial presence.
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Both Glass and Patterson chose their words carefully, repudiating racial
imperialist attitudes through their work while simultaneously denouncing the value of
cultural difference. By employing a scientific approach to responding to the presence of
'dark strangers', the study avoided amplifying the role of local authorities in the condition
of the Jamaican presence, which in turn further policed and criminalized Brixton in the
1960s and 1970s. The pinnacle of the discursive correlation between London’s
Afro-Caribbean diaspora community and the pathology of crime and decay was through
the revival of Section IV of the 1824 Vagrancy Act, colloquially known as SUS. The act
justified arrests and harassments based on an officers' sole suspicion of someone
intending to infringe the law.94 As noted by the history professor Dr. Nicole M. Jackson,
the ordinance disproportionately targeted Black youth, because one's non-white status
was enough identification as 'outsider' demanding policing.95 Regardless of the British
Nationality Act in 1948, Commonwealth citizens were not granted citizenship status to
the same extent as their counterparts born in London. Therefore, the revival of SUS as
a tool to prevent criminal acts legitimised the harassment of diaspora groups.96
According to activists campaigning against SUS, 40 per cent of arrests were of
Afro-Caribbean and Asian people, despite black people representing only 4.2 per cent
of London's population.97 Such statistics highlight the pervasiveness of SUS in stripping
the diaspora community from their legal status, which ultimately resulted in several
protests in the 1980s - the most analysed one being in 1981.
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The 1981 "Brixton Riot" started as a protest against institutional racism enacted
through SUS, but it became the tipping point in history to Britain’s hostile racial
relations. As opposed to the squatting movement in Berlin, the protests in Brixton were
homogeneous in their social composition, predominantly composed of Black youth
groups.98 Thus, the protest was responded to with violence, receiving no support from
politicians. Activists did not evoke the same type of sympathy as Germans did in Berlin.
Instead, they were labelled by politicians as vandals and societal disruptors; framing
Brixton as a site of 'disorder' and 'lawlessness.'99 Brixton's activism was demonised by
the larger British society, and with that, squatters were also scarce.
One of the only and longest-lasting squats in Brixton was led by the Jamaican
activist Olive Morris and located on Railton Road until 1999.100 Morris was a prominent
voice and community activist against the development approach. In her fight against
exclusionary housing policies, Morris was part of the Black Panther Youth League, and
co-founded two main black feminist organizations, the Brixton Black Women's Group
and the Organisation of Women of Afrian and Asian Descent, alongside several smaller
squat centres.101 Despite dying at a young age in 1979, Morris left a legacy in terms of
housing rights through her activism.102 Her grassroot projects promoted education for
women to encourage their political activism and fight for housing rights; for that reason,
Morris's image has been reprinted in several versions of The Squatters’ Handbook,

98

Teun A. Van Dijk, "Race, riots and the press," Gazette (Leiden, Netherlands) 43, no. 3 (1989): 233,
doi:10.1177/001654928904300305.
99
"The Scarman Report" (Report of Debate in the Parliament: Lords Sitting, UK Parliament, November
25, 1981).
100
"Google Doodle: Who Was Olive Morris?," BBC News, last modified June 26, 2020,
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-53191543.
101
Tanisha C. Ford, "Finding Olive Morris in the Archive," The Black Scholar 46, no. 2 (2016): 7,
doi:10.1080/00064246.2016.1147937.
102
Ford, "Finding Olive Morris in the Archive," 13.

47

where she is seen climbing up the roof of her squatter house to escape policemen (see
image 10).103

Image 10: Photo of Morris escaping, printed on the Squatters’ Handbook. Retrieved from Remember
Olive Morris Collective.104 December 2020.
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According to the Home Office in 1981, Brixton became "a black vice area …
drawing crime, drugs and prostitution," analogous to neglect and deprivation, and
loaded with negative connotations associated with the presence of Afro-Caribbeans. 105
Rather than listening to the local community, the Home Secretary Willie Whitelaw
commissioned Lord Scarman, an English judge and barrister, to report the motives
behind the political unrest. Scarman acknowledged that the protest was not a mere act
of vandalism, but a response to the failure of integrating the Black youth of Brixton.106 In
various parts of his report, Scarman points to the inflammatory policing approach in
Brixton, making remarks on the unlawful weapons used by police in oversaturated
criminal acts, the provocative implications of SUS, and "widespread and dangerous lack
of public confidence in the existing system."107 His reasoning diverged from the previous
negative accounts of cultural difference by acknowledging the institutional racism
experienced by the Jamaican diaspora community. Still, the central theme of his report
was the over-representation of criminal elements of West Indian concentration. Despite
acknowledging discrimination faced by the diaspora community, Scarman used similar
biological metaphors of a spreading disease to question the Black Afro-Caribbean
presence in the British society.
The inflammatory interaction between local authorities and the diaspora
community in Brixton in the 1980s exemplifies what Stuart Hall coined as a 'moral
panic.'108 In Policing the Crisis, Hall was the first social analyst to theorise the
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disproportionate scale of the response to events in a racialised British community in
comparison to the scale of the problem itself.109 According to Hall, the response to crime
- or oftentimes to the tangential possibility of it - represented a social hysteria of local
authorities with a wider significance. As suggested by Scarman, the protest had a
historical and social explanation related to the problematic policing of the inner-city. For
instance, SUS proved to be pervasive in Brixton, fostering mistrust between the
diaspora community and the Metropolitan Police. But by criminalising the Black body
through targeted stop-and-search, a sociospatial criminal identity was imposed on the
diasporic community. That said, police relations with Brixton residents during the
uprising, pejoratively labeled by politicians as violent riots, exemplified the
criminalisation of an area, characterised by the overscaled lawlessness. As evident in
Scarman's report, the ideological assumptions of criminality assaulted those that lived in
Brixton, significantly from Jamaica. The assumption diverged the attention away from
the sources of social problems, most of which were rooted in discriminatory policies and
housing mechanisms as opposed to a lack of morality.
Brixton's reputation continued as a site of criminality, undeterred by the scrapping
of SUS. In a 1980s Guardian article, a middle-class woman living near the station
expressed her fear of walking home: "I will just cross the road (Railton Road) if I see
these black youth, say, who look a bit threatening."110 For this resident, her urban threat
was not based on a behaviour, but on a skin colour or perceptions of racial difference.
My experience with friends refusing to come into the neighbourhood and projecting a
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similar negative feeling towards the local community further echoes the racial
implications in the concept of crime within a site of diaspora concentration. The negative
connotations associated with space and the Afro-Caribbean diaspora continuously
justified other forms of spatial intervention. Through the ongoing language of difference,
crime and decay of the city, and moral panic, large-scale slum clearance policies
followed by urban renewal plans were the most prevalent form of public interventions in
Brixton.111
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Image 11: Angell Town Estate in Brixton in 1991. Retrieved from The Guardian (2016) 112. January
2021.

Slum clearance was the focus of the Ministry of Housing since the late 1950s; it
was already part of the reality of urbanism in London upon the arrival of the Jamaican
diaspora. But with the National Plan of 1965, the housing stock was rapidly modernised
through public-private investment.113 Through the 1960s, clearances of estate housing
and villas gave way to new estate housing, with several blocks of council flats being
built by the 1970s.114 The most important and of higher density ones in Brixton are
Stockwell Park (1976), Angell Town (1978) and Myatts Field North and South
(c.1978).115
Brixton became a militarised space but also a safe haven for West Indian
migrants as white residents left social housing. According to a first-generation Brixton
resident, he chose the neighbourhood because of the familiarity he saw in space:
“I’ve spoken to a few people in the Afro-Caribbean community who say that when
they first came to London, the first place that they’d head to when they arrived
was Brixton, because, someone knows someone with a connection with how
they live their lives, where they can get their supplies from, y’know, at a price
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they can afford… so everyone would eventually migrate towards Brixton… and
they created this unique mixed community.”116
His interpretation of Brixton conflicts with previous pathological analyses of the area.
Rather than crime and decay characterising Brixton, the resident alludes to a sense of
community despite housing challenges. For that reason, the Jamaican diaspora
continued concentrating within Brixton, despite the expansion of council homes across
London. Angell Town and Stockwell Park Estates became distinctive for their pattern of
Afro-Caribbean housing, reaching about 60 per cent of completely minority
households.117 While it is hard to identify the exact number of Jamaicans living in
Brixton, it is estimated that they represented 9 per cent of Lambeth's population in 2015,
compared to 4 per cent in the London metropolitan area.118
The Jamaican population’s poor housing conditions in Brixton contributed to the
neighbourhood’s continuous construction as a site of stigmatisation. By 1977, the
Illustrated London news labelled Brixton as a ghetto: "If London faces a crisis" it will be
"in the black spots or ghettos of deprivation in the inner city, the sores undermining the
health of threatening to disease the whole capital."119 At this point, rather than referring
to areas of diaspora settlement as zones of transition, mainstream media had shifted
the discussion to Brixton as a ghetto.120 With that, the decline of the inner-city continued
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to be linked to themes of race and 'riots.'121 Brixton continued staging police-public
violence in 1984, 1985, 1995, and more recently in 2011.122
Through the years, after poor planning decisions and the ongoing rollback of the
government, social housing estates concentrated on all types of social problems.
Following the right-to-buy schemes, the available social housing states were divested
and became vulnerable to the speculative housing market. Afro-Caribbeans were
initially not eligible for these houses; and by the time that they were, housing quality had
already decreased.123 According to Ceri Peach and Margaret Byron in the report on
Caribbean tenants in cousin house sales,
"Caribbean households [were] redistributed from one tenure to another in areas
which they were already living [...] There was thus a significant concentration of
the economically most disadvantaged Caribbean population in the least desirable
accommodation from the point of view of purchase."124
Because of their poor quality and concentration of poverty, the housing of the
Afro-Caribbean diaspora was considered second-best accommodations' for the
marginal society, progressively called 'sink estates' by the 1990s - a derogatory phrase
signifying poverty, unemployment and crime, causes and symbols of a framed moral
failure.125 Thus, Brixton's council homes reproduced the same initial ideas of ghettos,
with Angell Town Estate becoming notoriously known for gang violence and extreme
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deprivation.126 For instance, Angell Town's density represents 2.7 times that of London's
average, concentrating twice as much crime as the rest of the city, and with 63 per cent
of its residents being of Black and minority ethnicity in a population of 4,000.127 Hence,
West Indians as a people, were not identified as the source of concern, but the area of
their housing characterised the same features of the picture of 'Broken Britain'. While
the narrative of the ghetto in Berlin explicitly targeted the Turkish diaspora, the
Afro-Caribbean presence implied similar characteristics.
Powell's controversial speech against Commonwealth migrants, filled with
eloquent anti-immigration nationalist rhetoric, gains widespread attention every now and
then as some sort of model for right-populism to fight criminality and address
immigration. Today Powell's speech is understood as the kick-start to the Thatcherism
era - conservative Margaret Thatcher herself claimed that he was "the best
parliamentarian" ever.128 His controversial speech dictated the malicious and harassing
dialect regarding the Jamaican diaspora in the 1960s, which continues to be palpable in
today's urban environment and how Brixton is spatially perceived.
Diaspora Communities: The Inner-City Problem
Kreuzberg and Brixton’s historical context after WWII foregrounds the
pathological way diasporic people were characterised in Berlin and London. With a
quick Google search, one can notice that this pathology persists as these
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neighbourhoods continue to be associated with crime and danger (see below). My
interaction with friends, apprehensive about walking into the streets of Kreuzberg and
Brixton, further reiterates the argument. Within their regimes of urbanism, the presence
and concentration of Turkish and Jamaican migrants - the supposedly temporary
working population - were interpreted by city officials as the 'ghettoisation' of the city, a
rhetoric that not only shaped the policies forwarded in the micro-level but that has left a
legacy in the organisation and decoding of neighbourhoods. This rhetoric has provided
a spatial explanation for social anxieties and racial disparities in Berlin and London.

Image 12 and 13: Screenshot of a Google Search with the texts "Is Kreuzberg" and "Is Brixton."
December 2020.

Signs of Stuart Hall’s theory on moral panics continue to resonate in discussions
of both Kreuzberg and Brixton. Hall quotes Stan Cohen's study of 'mods' to explain the
‘moral panic’ as follows:
"Societies appear to be subject, every now and then, to periods of moral panic. A
condition, episode, person or group of persons emerges to become defined as a
threat to societal values and interests; its nature is presented in a stylized and
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stereo-typical fashion by the mass media [...] socially accredited experts
pronounce their diagnoses and solutions; ways of coping are evolved or (more
often) resorted to; the condition then disappears, submerges or deteriorates and
becomes visible"129
In the case of Kreuzberg and Brixton, the diasporic subject was stereotyped and defined
as a threat to the city. Their interaction with neglected and marginal spaces caused a
racial anxiety, represented through the discussion of the 'ghettoisation' and inner-city
decline of Berlin and London. Kreuzberg and Brixton were interpreted as signs of
danger and corruption to moral behaviour. Hall’s study of the Jamaican diaspora and
their oppression in Britain mirrors the marginal status of the Turkish diaspora in
Germany, which replicated colonial understandings of ethnic diversity through
paternalistic policies. Diasporic concentration was orchestrated as a moral panic to
justify coercive redevelopment policies framed around housing decay, while reproducing
a hegemonic definition of the city's urban imaginary, where both Kreuzberg and Brixton
were detached from the West German and British societies.
In both cases, the Chicago School had an implicit impact on the approach to the
analysis of these areas, using biological euphemisms to describe a 'science' of the
decay of the inner-city. The theoretical approach towards ethnic clusters puts an
emphasis on negative stereotypes of foreign communities, justifying an alarmist attitude
against the presence of ethnic minority concentration to deal with the "racial
situation."130 The conservative dialect echoes similar ideas of cities as micro-organisms
needing to be protected and recovered from a disease, justifying areas of ethnic
129
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minority housing as targeted spaces for redevelopment. By doing so, reports suggest an
inherent disposition of the diaspora community for moral shortcomings instead of a
structural condition that migrants faced upon their arrival at anchor locations. The
spatialisation of a moral failure has established a medium through which the crisis was
identified in terms of a racial other, without necessarily talking about race.
Both contexts diverge in their discussion of race. While the UK's colonial past led
to a discussion around the 'coloured' migrants from the West Indies and the immoral
Black youths, West Germany explicitly discussed the 'Turkish Ghetto' and Gastarbeiters
clusters. Despite differences in the lexicon, both cases address the diaspora community
in a derogatory way, discriminating migrants from housing access based on
preconceived notions of a decaying 'ghetto' associated with its American definition. The
'Harlem' ghetto became a reference to the undesired urban space, used as an example
to justify top-down attempts to reconstruct the neighbourhood and target the diaspora
community without blatantly talking about race.
In contrast to the initial socio-political discussion of Kreuzberg and Brixton as
ghettos, the idea of 'ghetto' eventually seduced a new wave of white residents, drawn to
space as a site of awe and fascination. Going back to my experience in Kreuzberg and
Brixton, the first impressions my white friends had of these places were consistently
negative. Not necessarily because of their personal experience, but more so because of
the resemblance of what they imagined a dangerous place to be. But this criminal and,
by default, counter-cultural environment presented a "gritty" aesthetic, attracting
left-leaning, anti-system groups into the neighbourhood. Therefore, they transitioned
into not only being places associated with crime, but also an escape from the rest of the
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city, attracting non-conformists from different backgrounds, who then made squatting
and other political activist forms a significantly larger part of the local culture to protect
housing from slum-clearance strategies. It was never clear to what degree these politics
ever had the existing residents in mind.

59

Chapter Two: The Counter-Cultural Neighbourhood

Image 14: View from the street to Kottbusser Tor Station, taken by author. March 2019.

When one walks out of Kottbusser Tor Station getting the right exit, one faces a
sign that reads "Kreuzberg Merkezi," which is the Turkish translation of Kreuzberg
Center. Located at the Kottbusser Tor traffic junction, it is by a grandiose modernist
residential and shopping complex estimated to have cost at least one and a half billion
Euros.131 During the daytime, a few vegetable stalls are placed along its sidewalk. By
nighttime, the landscape acquires a different personality. The site transforms into a
mixture of different restaurants and bars of all sorts of aesthetics. One can find
Multilayerladen, a bar with several bunks and swings instead of chairs, on the ground
floor of a social housing building. Another bar, Das Hotel, is decorated with dead
flowers, candles, and a few broken benches. A third one, Milch & Zucker, switches from
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being a coffee shop to a bar as soon as workers see the hint of a sunset. Lattes are
then substituted by fancy Gin and Tonics.

Image 15: Mosque in Kreuzberg, with graffiti on its facade and near a residential building and a
coffee shop, taken by author. February 2019.

On Friday evenings, an echo of a prayer can be heard across Kreuzberg’s
streets and up to rooftop bars. It is the calling for the Salat al-Jumuah, or the weekly
Congregational Islamic prayer, coming from one of the local mosques. When I first
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heard this call to prayer, it surprised me and got me questioning where the mosque was.
I was near the intersection of Oranienstraße and Skalitzer Straße, at the heart of SO36.
It seemed unusual to have a religious site catering to the diaspora community near so
many bars, where all kinds of promiscuous activities would occur. But this juxtaposition
of space and cultural authenticity in the dense diasporic landscape is anything but
unique to Kreuzberg.

Image 16: Street market in Brixton, facing Electric Avenue, taken by author. September 2020.

Getting off of Brixton Station offers a similar experience. One naturally gravitates
towards the train exit by following the inviting sound of someone playing the drums
outside or following the intense smell of incense. Turning right is the corridor towards
Brixton Market, with pop-up stalls of take-away food and clothing. At night, one can be
enchanted by the mixture of Reggae coming from Brixton Jamm and Techno or Drum
and Bass coming from Phonox and Electric Brixton. Electric Avenue becomes alive with
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young folks stumbling back and forth from different bars, speaking loudly across the
streets and transforming the previous diasporic neighbourhood into an adult party zone.
This characteristic is not exclusive to weekend nights, but an everyday reality I always
noticed on my way to and from work.
On the way to one of the bars, one can get lost in the crowd coming in and out of
the affordable supermarket, Iceland Food. Especially by the bus stop on Brixton Road,
where the queue to get in one of the buses heading south intersects with the queue of
young adults waiting to get in the popular pub Prince of Wales. By contrast, further away
from the train station and along Brixton Road and Brixton Hill, one can see a pattern of
social housing and churches: Angell Town Estate, Fountain of Life Ministries,
Southwyck House Estate, Corpus Christi Church, and Rushford Road Estate, just to
mention a few. A couple of houses on adjacent streets have switched from residential to
commercial, becoming popular coffee shops, such as Affra Social. In contrast, others
have become Yoga spots, such as Hotpod Yoga. Some of the popular locations are
"House of Hygge'' and "Quirky Vintage & Artisan'' along Acre Lane, which cater to a
demographic that can afford overpriced coffee and bread and butter. But the record
shop "Superstone Records: Specialist in Caribbean, African U.S. gospels'' and the
Brixton Recreation Center, with Jamaican flags painted all over their facades, reminds
the observer that they are still in Brixton, a place where working-class diasporic families
live despite the changing landscape.
How did these earlier antitheses of their cities, dominated by diaspora
communities, start to attract non-diasporic communities? Kreuzberg and Brixton each
present contrasting sensory representations, sometimes within the same block, with
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'cool' pubs and cafes, community buildings and social housing adjacent to one another.
For me, it is as if these neighbourhoods have different personalities that come to the
surface according to who you are and what you are paying attention to. My observation
of the contrast between the diaspora community and these services catering a different
and 'alternative' demographic guide my initial discussion in this chapter. These
reflections of my experience highlight the transition of Kreuzberg and Brixton from
solemnly representing diaspora communities to serving as hotbeds of an “alternative
lifestyle” for white residents.

Image 17: Mehringdamm, taken by author. August 2019.

When diaspora communities first arrived in Kreuzberg and Brixton, the
neighbourhoods were presented as disposable sites, but evolved as alternative sites for
the countercultural community. By being associated with the American "ghetto," the
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connotation soon attracted a left-leaning anti-system community; a place of wonder,
freedom and resistance despite the lack of state recognition for that. Through this new
representation of space, associated with the imagined 'ghetto,' the diaspora community
created an arena for the formation of a multicultural alternative identity, strongly
attached to the imagined neighbourhood character. When looking at the history of
Kreuzberg and Brixton, it is evident that both were marginal localities where Turkish and
Jamaican communities were forced to exclusively organise and protect themselves
against institutional and societal discrimination. This form of community organization
cultivated other liberal-minded residents, inscribing the squatting culture in both
neighbourhoods, the Antifa community in Kreuzberg, and the Black Panther Movement
in Brixton, shaping the local and political culture of these neighbourhoods.
In the analysis of the Production of Space, Henri Lefebvre argues that even
though society produces space, such as through redevelopment projects, spaces react
back upon society.132 For Lefebvre, space is a means of production where people
interact to reproduce structures through relations, or in Lefebvre's words, "it is a product
and a means of production".133 This chapter illustrates the re-production of this space,
where society fights back against the technocratic approach to development and urban
culture.134 This restructuring enables the formation of what Lefebvre coins as "Spaces of
Representation," meaning the symbolic understanding of the neighbourhood, shaped by
feelings, values and its experiences.135 In the cases of Kreuzberg and Brixton, the
experiences of the diaspora community overpowered the representation, delineating it
through protests and the reappropriation of abandonment in squatting. The end result
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was the arrival of white residents, attracted to what space came to represent, an
alternative ideal.

Image 18: Brixton Market, taken by author. November 2020.

The arrival of new residents in the areas that were previously inhabited
exclusively by the diaspora community can be interpreted as what Sharon Zukin argues
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to be the first wave of "trend setters."136 According to Zukin, before the most affluent
residents move into an area, a first wave of not-so-affluent residents arrive - indicating
that the neighbourhood might be up-coming. They are attracted by the cheap costs in
the increasingly expensive city, and establish counter-cultural communities, enabling a
shift from the previous criminalisation and marginalisation of the neighbourhood.
Together with the diaspora community, they create a space of authenticity attached to
the character of the place. In turn, this character represents resistance from the
changing capitalist city, embracing alternative forms of urbanism, such as through
squatting and leftist community organisation.
However, the authenticity of the neighbourhood was crafted by city officials to
retrofit space responding to its desired aesthetic representation. In Kreuzberg and
Brixton, housing was reformed to preserve the architecture but not the social networks
in the community. In the context of living spaces, affordable housing (in comparison to
the rest of the city) were platforms for the introduction of non-diaspora communities to
these neighbourhoods. The changes transformed Kreuzberg and Brixton from
exclusively diasporic spaces to “diverse” hubs, where difference was maintained with
exclusionary consequences for the longstanding residents.
Bohemian Kreuzberg
Atiye Eksi has been an active member of the Turkish diaspora community in
Kreuzberg for years. Eksi worked on the documentary "Miete essen Seele auf" (Rent
Eats the Soul) while involved in protests against recent rent inflation and the residential
displacement of the Turkish diaspora in Kreuzberg through her grassroots project Kotti
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& Co.137 When narrating her experience on urban change around Kottbusser tor, Eksi is
not reluctant to recall her arrival in the district and describe urban development as
cycles of discrimination over the years:
“When asked, ‘what is racism,’ I show people my old passport that contains the
districts in which we were permitted to live – and in which ones not. I arrived here
with my family in 1968, during a time when guest workers were selected to do the
dirty work and to live in the unattractive districts, that nobody wanted to live in,
like for example Kreuzberg. After we made Kreuzberg what it is now, after we
became family with neighbors and friends, we are to leave now, because, once
more, we are not good enough. […] If Berlin is a democratic city, why can’t we
choose where to live, in an affordable manner?”138
Eksi's experience brings forth different layers of discrimination experienced by Turkish
Gastarbeiters in Kreuzberg beyond the initial criminalisation. More important for this
chapter, she highlights the transformation of the neighbourhood from being a
disadvantaged part of the inner-city and the arrival of new tenants after the
improvement of living conditions.139 Eksi alludes to the presence of the Turkish diaspora
adding cultural character to space, making it attractive for other outsider residents, who
were then prioritised in urban policies. Hence, this section discusses how processes of
housing improvement, while necessary, continued to exclude the larger Turkish
diaspora in Kreuzberg through different practices of discrimination and
disenfranchisement within the housing market.
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Kreuzberg's image as a site of socio-ethnic-political difference after the initial
moment of pathologisation of space prompted a need to reconfigure the neighbourhood.
Its image as a site of illegality led to divestment and deterioration over the years. As a
consequence, the Conservative Party, led by Helmut Kohl in the early 1980s, argued
that foreign minorities clustered in areas with precarious housing conditions and
amenities, pointing to the need to reorganise the spatial presence of Turks through
housing.140 The diaspora community was no longer unquestionably labelled as a 'ghetto'
population and source of urban decay; instead, policies recognised the living conditions
as deprived. But by doing so, it failed to simultaneously recognise that the Turkish
diaspora had little say in choosing where to live prior and after infrastructural
improvements, having to settle in spaces assigned by the German government or
private companies, such as Ruhrkohle AG - one of the largest mining companies, which
provided 200,000 units for its workers.141
Kohl's government gave rise to rightist sentiments with respect to Turkish
migrants, justifying spatial tools for dispersal of Turkish residents with the intention to
reduce their population by 50 per cent as a condition to accept them in the country.142
Duly, the Senate of West Berlin announced the Zuzugssperre measure to prohibit more
Turkish immigrants from moving into areas considered overstrained following
large-scale demolition and the creation of new social housing - in Kreuzberg, Tiergarten
and Wedding.143 Zuzugssperre prevented the movement of the diaspora community
based on their nationality, illustrating the management of the immigrant community
140
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through urban politics. The local influx control regulation curtailed diasporic rights and
their social mobility by restricting the geographic manifestation of the Turkish
diaspora.144 But it could not prevent informal housing agreements from occurring, as
Kreuzberg was one of the few districts where Gastarbeiters were initially allowed to live,
where they felt safe, and it continued to house the largest Turkish enclave. The stated
core goal of the regulation was to pursue temporary integration of immigrants while
encouraging unemployed migrants to return to Turkey, but never to support them to
arbitrarily be part of the German society.145 The approach became an example of the
racist and nationalist embrace as a response to the industrial decline through the
discourse of urban politics. It posed less restrictive conditions to the acceptance of
Turks in the city, but limited their social mobility and opportunities to settle through
arguments of integration.
In addition, Zuzugssperre also enabled the withdrawal of residence permits.146 To
get the status as a legal migrant, one had to obtain proof they were living in adequate
housing; it then became a vicious cycle of needing housing to acquire a residence
permit and needing the residence permit in order to be granted adequate housing.147 By
then, it was estimated that rents had increased by 200 per cent. With that, policies led to
legal uncertainties, whereby less than a fifth of Gastarbeiters acquired legal status and
were able to benefit from new social housing; thus, directly affecting their rights to and
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within the city.148 A resident of Kreuzberg for over three decades and owner of Cafe
Kotti, Yasaroglu, shared his personal experience living in the neighbourhood in the late
1980s to one of the popular English-language magazines of Germany:
"Back then, the Berliners saw us with our shortcomings and differences… and
there was prejudice, there was fear. Turkish, Muslim, dark-skinned, violent, this
and that."149
Yasarolu depicts his establishment in Kreuzberg as an isolating experience shaped by
racist practices deriving from governmental initiatives to craft Kreuzberg as an idealised
space. Ultimately, the official response to housing conditions did not treat the Turkish
diaspora as the victim of poor urban spatial planning.
By the late 1980s, local white German citizens started to politically organise in
diasporic spaces to fight redevelopment. However, this activism for quality affordable
housing in spaces of temporary settlement largely excluded the Turkish diaspora,150 who
congregated in mosques, coffee shops and Turkish markets.151 Despite the expansion
of the squatting movement in Kreuzberg (see chapter one), there are limited accounts
about the involvement of immigrants in squats. Most Turkish social organisations
narrowed their struggles with respect to neo-nazism, unjust working conditions, and the
political environment in Turkey, as opposed to fighting redevelopment practices and
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German politics.152 This occurred while renewal programs were expanding to revitalise
the old neighbourhood, being shaped by urban protests that defended low-cost housing
that ran parallel to the reality of the Turkish diaspora. That said, low-cost housing
extensively introduced the bohemian residents into the district without necessarily
integrating the Turks into Berlin's social or political fabric.
The largest Turkish gang in Germany was 36 Boys in Kreuzberg, starting as a
way to claim Kreuzberg as the home of the Turkish diaspora and defend each other
from neo-nazis and extremist German groups during the country’s rightward political
turn in the 80s.153 Unfortunately, most of their activism left no traces, potentially for the
fear of repatriation at a time when their rights were not guaranteed.154
When speaking about growing up in Kreuzberg, a gang member of 36'ers
describes his joy in moving across different abandoned and soon redeveloped spaces
as a child and with other Turkish kids as an 'adventure,' 'apocalyptic' and 'fascinating,'
during an interview conducted by the Turkish immigration expert Serhat Güney et al.155
But even so, a secondary member of the gang recognises the difficulties in growing and
living in Kreuzberg because of the hostile social structure in Germany, declaring that:
"[We] had to be strong because we lived in a district where power talked. We had
to project ourselves as strong. We had to adapt to the environment in order to
survive, and we adapted."156

152

Güney, Kabas, and Pekman, "The Existential Struggle of Second-Generation Turkish Immigrants," 47.
Al Jazeera World, "AL JAZEERA WORLD: 36 BOYS," YouTube, February 7, 2015,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bGiRhj1YJeY.
154
Gerdien Jonker, "The Mevlana Mosque in Berlin-Kreuzberg: An Unsolved Conflict," Journal of Ethnic
and Migration Studies 31, no. 6 (2005): 1068, doi:10.1080/13691830500282683.
155
Güney, Kabas, and Pekman, "The Existential Struggle of Second-Generation Turkish Immigrants," 46.
156
Ibid., 47.
153

72

An example of the bottom-up strength found in the community is the short-lived creation
of the organisation Antifa Gençlik - the Antifa Youth group in partnership with the
Communist and Socialist parties.157 For about ten years, it aimed at protecting Turks
and Kurds in Kreuzberg from the attack of German nationalists through community
empowerment.158 Antifa Gençlik hoped to encourage a class consciousness and spread
a revolutionary spirit to revolt against capitalism.159 Nonetheless, its reliance on
ideological discourses, conflicts with Turkish and German leftists groups, and the
disengagement of the Turkish diaspora brought the movement to a quick end.160161 In
1994, the group released a statement asking immigrants to stop accepting the failed
German foreign policy and quit being submissive.162 The German anti-fascist group
labelled itself as the "brain" of the organisation and the Turkish community as the
"muscle," reducing them to passive actors and exposing the internal conflict of the
organisation.163 Nonetheless, through Antifa Gençlik immigrants became politically
visible, even though without eminent improvement of their housing rights.
The Turkish diasporic community faced structural and social challenges in
Kreuzberg, further exacerbated by the impact of city development projects that targeted
the area. Immigrants in Kreuzberg were not granted permanent privileges. Instead, they
were deemed 'second-class' citizens.164 A report by the federal government pointed to
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the "unsympathetic" public opinion towards Turks, rising from 14 to 46 per cent of
Germans who expressed the lowest opinion towards the Turks between 1973 and
1983.165 At the same time, the Interior Ministry predicted that the number of immigrants
in the country would reach 7 million by 2000, fostering a negative attitude towards the
Turkish diaspora through the depiction of an uncontrollable foreign influx.166 On that
account, while the 1980s presents empowerment from the previously saturated
criminalised view of Kreuzberg, it did not change the marginalised status of Turkish
people within the city.167 Alternatively, the infrastructural improvement through careful
urban renewal contributed to creating a place of authenticity and distinctive local
character. Its marginal status became a main characteristic of space, influencing its
reputation as an escape from Germany’s urban standards.
In the discussion of authentic spaces, Zukin explores an emerging alternative
local culture as a way of translating historical identity into a "brand."168 When the Turkish
diaspora continued to concentrate in Kreuzberg, forming informal social networks
through gang activities as a way of empowerment, they transformed the rhetoric of the
neighbourhood from crime to 'new urban terroirs,' defined as "localities with a specific
cultural product and character" that can attract a new social class of residents. 169 From
the graffiti on walls, to the new modernist and affordable housing and foreign traditions,
contrasted with the increasingly expensive city, left-leaning residents were drawn to the
aesthetic representation of the area, interested by the ideologically charged space.
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Image 19: A long-established Turkish coffee shop in Kreuzberg; it is a popular spot on sunny days.
Taken by author. March 2019.

According to the grassroots organisation Kotti & Co, the new population were the
bohemians, initially composed of residents seeking the alternative scene before the fall
of the Wall, and afterwards the 'green bourgeoisie,' or students and artists in search of
affordability and grittiness.170 One of the main examples of integration of bohemians and
the skeptical intention of revitalising the built environment was in the area known as
Chamissoplatz. It was modernised to attract so-called chicheria, "liberal intellectual
individuals or families of upper income levels who consider it chic to live in modern
comfort amidst the charm of 19th century housing."171 In this case, the façade of old
buildings were preserved to maintain the 'memory value' of the neighbourhood and
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reproduce the idea of an urban museum.172 By doing so, the project (enacted by the
"careful urban renewal" practice) justified the unaffordability of housing, capitalising on
the memory of space.
According to the professor of cultural studies Lutz Holzner, the proximity but
differentiation from Turkish quarters was a desirable and 'exotic' characteristic aspired
by liberals, who projected their tolerant or 'liberal' attitude by being nearby foreigners but still at a distance in different buildings.173 While they did not try to adopt Turkish
accents into the design of buildings, their desired location near coffee shops and
Turkish restaurants but not Turkish neighbours indicate a transition to the capitalisation
of the Turkish aesthetic element. This measured relationship to ethnic difference
illustrates how parts of Kreuzberg's past were retained to treat the space as an
aesthetic representation, saturating residual traces of a disenfranchised urban
community. It drew on certain parts of history - in this case, the architectural element - to
portray a desired countercultural character to the neighbourhood.
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Image 20: Photo by Maria Runarsdottir. Retrieved from exberliner.174 February 2021

While the careful urban renewal approach promoted the creation of quality
housing to fulfil the local needs, it was not an inclusive initiative, for the government had
already tightened conditions for migrant residence permits.175 The nature of saving the
neighbourhood and improving living conditions while excluding parts of the Turkish
diaspora from accessing the new housing stock is conflicting. It expresses the
conservative implications of the government and the desire for societal homogeneity,
unleashing and internalising the fierce debate over the settlement of migrants.
Unfortunately, there is no data on the percentage of Turkish residents who moved to the
newly-constructed social housing. But all interviews I came across share the view that
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the large majority of adequate and renovated houses were filled with the new bohemian
community.176

Image 21: River Spree crossing Kreuzberg, taken by author. May 2019.

After the fall of the Wall in the 1990s, Turkish activism against redevelopment
significantly emerged, when the city was further opened up to a new wave of more
aggressive development.177 For instance, German landlords historically opted to rent
more desirable housing to German residents as opposed to their foreign counterparts.178
However, the project Kotti & Co started to investigate the matter. Since then, they found
in one of the local buildings, Fanny-Hensel-Siedlung, only those with Turkish and Arab
names experienced sharp rent raises.179 Under this scenario, the neighbourhood activist
Carla MacDougall questions the intentions behind policies in Kreuzberg: "for whom
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exactly was this "new neighborhood" intended?" In protecting the aesthetic
representation of the neighbourhood with respect to its architecture, there was a
mismatch in renewal projects for equally protecting the diaspora community. The
improvement of housing in Kreuzberg reproduced a similar set of challenges as before,
where the Turkish diaspora was still residing in areas of the most precarious
infrastructure; but now, they were side by side with the 'bohemians,' reproducing a new
unique urban culture, combining the gritty and the redeveloped aesthetic.180
A brochure published by the Berlin Information Center in the late-1980s and
again in the mid-1990s exposed the desirability of the imagined alternative community;
not as residents, but as ideas of countercultural lifestyles. According to the brochure,
the alternatives were those who "are trying to find and practice new ways of living and
working' and 'stake their hopes on changes at the grass root level'.181 The publication
categorised economic and social activities as alternative, such as mutual-aid initiatives,
ecology groups and collectives.182 By doing so, the guide also promoted the antithesis of
the alternative scene. For instance, it did not acknowledge diasporic organisations as
grassroots projects, undermining the Turkish in contributing to the cultural production of
the city. Thus, it becomes a case of branding the experience of the counter-cultural past
as a marketable cultural byproduct.
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Image 22: Shopping front in Kreuzberg, taken by author. May 2019.

As a result, approaches to housing illustrate de-racialised notions of belonging,
with an intention to introduce non-Turkish residents to the area and disperse ethnic
concentration. At the same time, housing development and urban renewal projects
successfully raised rent levels and forced lower-income residents out. While the
improvement of living conditions was necessary, the sudden unaffordability of housing
and displacement of residents was not.183 In recent years, during an interview
conducted by Ayhan Kaya in the book Sicher in Kreuzberg, a Turkish-German resident
in the neighbourhood expressed his feeling about that space:
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"I love Kreuzberg. I feel myself secure here [...] the rest of Berlin is like a
dead-land. On the one hand, it is making us suffer, on the other hand there is
always someone here helping you."184
Despite shortcomings and being pushed to the periphery of the city, the Turkish
migrants give character to the district, having a relationship with space that is bounded
from the majority society. Despite, or perhaps because of racist and exclusionary
approaches to housing policies, Kreuzberg developed a strong local identity. In 1996,
almost 30,000 Turks still lived in Kreuzberg.185 Today, it is estimated that 80 per cent of
families around Kottbusser Tor have Turkish descendants. 186 By claiming space of their
own, the Turkish diaspora in Kreuzberg differentiated itself from the rest of the city while
increasingly being displaced by new residents. Their engagement with space,
responding to the treatment of lived areas as sites of a desired or undesired aesthetic,
enabled Kreuzberg to be a place of authenticity, standing out from Berlin for its
resistance from homogenising practices.
Around the same time, the Jamaican diaspora in the south of London was also
reclaiming space and responding to the abstraction of their neighbourhood. While
redevelopment projects were remoulding the built environment, the diaspora community
organised itself through local activist initiatives, including the Black Panther Movement
and in squat housing. Similar to Kreuzberg, "trend setters" were increasingly attracted to
Brixton, colonising spaces that were previously homogeneously diasporic.
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Brixton Renaissance

Image 23: Ritzy Cinema, taken by author. August 2020.

Alex Wheatle has been a resident of Brixton since the late 1970s. He was a
participant of the iconic 1981 protest against police brutality, and writer of Brixton Rock
(1999), East of Acre Lane (2001) and Island Songs (2005) - stories of Jamaicans
navigating through different challenges in Brixton. In a 2015 Interview, he sits near Ritzy
Cinema, one of the oldest Brixton theatres located by the Windrush Square, to revisit
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his memories of Brixton during his youth.187188 Wheatle recalls Brixton, with a nostalgic
feeling to his choice of words, as one of the few places in London where Jamaicans
were allowed to fight back against institutionalised repression. But from the very
beginning, Wheatle claims, with no hesitation, that today "Brixton has changed beyond
recognition."189
From the stores to the people that frequent them, to the music heard on streets
and the restaurants, Wheatle recollects his old memories through interviews to explain
the character of Brixton and how since the 1980s, it has been losing the distinct texture
the neighbourhood once had until old-term residents were pushed out:
"Those who were born, schooled and earned their first pay cheque in the area
cannot afford a slate over their head in the same postcode. There are no local
pardner [informal banking system] initiatives or self-help housing associations to
assist them."190
Another resident, interviewed by Wheatle, shares a similar experience and questions:
"Why should I be forced out of an area that I love and where all my support
networks are? [...] I look into the future and it scares me that I may never own a
home [in Brixton]."191
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Wheatle's observations shed light on the start of a second moment in the urban
presence of the Jamaican diaspora in Brixton. While in the 1960s and 1970s housing
was falling apart and neglected, exclusively being occupied by the 'Windrush
generation,' the 1980s and 1990s are characterised by the reconstruction of housing
policies, to an extent, to accommodate the needs of the existing community while also
introducing new residents. Unlike Kreuzberg, the urban policies in Brixton
acknowledged the discrimination faced by the diaspora, working towards the
improvement of living conditions in the area. But similar to Kreuzberg, Brixton
experienced a shift in demographics while its built environment improved, becoming
attractive for Londoners and left-wing alternatives for its cultural vibrancy and distinction
from the rest of the city.
In a sudden shift from the traditional British political discourse, in the post-urban
unrest scenario of activism and disenfranchisement, Brixton emerged as a site of Black
culture, with a strong grassroots institutional presence. According to diaspora artists and
poets of the time, the area had a "distinctive social, political, and artistic milieu" which
made it a centre of vibrancy and creativity.192 Cultural centres, such as Brixton Black
Women's Group, Theatre of Black Women, Black Panthers of Brixton, and Black Ink
were gaining space within Brixton and visibility across the UK.193 According to Carol
Leeming, one of the Jamaican performers who moved from Leicester to Brixton after the
protests, the volatile situation, emerging from resistance movements and right-wing
extremists, politicised local culture.194 It inspired residents to validate their struggles
through the artistic expression of their experiences. Notwithstanding, Brixton started to
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be compared to Harlem's "Renaissance" for the explosion of cultural activity and the
vibrant atmosphere in the streets - a melting pot of Black culture.195

Image 24: Street art in Brixton, near the entrance to Brixton Village, taken by author. October 2020.

The concentration of community groups and activists in Brixton pressed for new
housing strategies. In 1981, the Home Affairs Committee (HAC) reported the 'Racial
195
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Disadvantage' of the area following Lord Scarman's study - which had pointed at the
discriminatory housing practice in Brixton.196 As the report emerged after the riots, the
agenda shifted from criminalising residents to improving the poor living conditions of
ethnic minorities around the city, expressly located in the decaying inner-city
neighbourhoods. The Home Affairs Committee acknowledged the spatial disadvantage
and discrimination of migrants in Brixton. Similar to Kreuzberg, in Brixton the Jamaican
diasporic community was being put under pressure by the larger society to provide and
improve housing independently despite the housing market shift and the improvement
of infrastructures:
"The concentration of ethnic minorities has been thought by some to be a
problem, but it is not the mere fact that they are concentrated in some areas,
which is important in the context of racial disadvantage, but also the fact that
many of the disadvantages that they experience also tend to concentrate in
areas where they live."197
As part of the efforts of the aftermath of the Brixton protests, the report diverged from
the systematic criminalisation of the diaspora community and attempted to
accommodate different urban experiences. White Britons were better about
acknowledging the structural forces in Brixton compared to the left-activism movement
in Germany. An example is the emergence of a new urban agenda, not only in Brixton,
but across London, in Brick Lane, Elephant and Castle, where the accommodation of
ethnic communities' needs was taken into account, but only when simultaneously
displacing them.
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Some of the main public criticisms stress on the lack of legitimacy and
commitment goals of the Racial Disadvantage Report because it contradicted the
political orientation presented by the conservative parliament.198 The report also
overlooked the pattern of housing availability in the past, which already prevented
Jamaican families from accessing adequate social housing stock in the first place. For
instance, the report overlooked the socio-spatial impacts of the 'colour bar bill,' a
discriminatory housing practice similar to Zuzugssperre in Berlin (see chapter one). The
policy constitutionally justified charging Afro-Caribbeans more for their rents and
completely excluded them from social housing until 1966.199 The policy imposed a
spatial legacy for the next few decades because it limited the feeling of belonging for the
diaspora community to specific areas of the city.
In the 1980s, with Margaret Thatcher as the prime minister, the political focus
was to pull back on the role of the state while discriminatory practices were evaded as
opposed to reversed.200 Integration was the main concern, creating a hostile
environment for the Windrush generation and their families by withdrawing funding for
new housing and instead promoting right-to-buy schemes. With the divestment and
privatisation of council homes and laissez-faire attitude towards residences, and
following civil unrest and the negative urban imaginary of the neighbourhood, Brixton's
housing was cheap.201 Clusters of council housing still represented ideas of a
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homogeneous and rebellious ghetto.202 But the affordability of the area, as well as its
cultural vibrancy, became attractive to young, white middle-class Britons, as housing
prices were soaring across the city.
In the study of neighbourhood change by the urban scholars Tim Butler and
Garry Robson, they point out the relationship between low housing prices and the
arrival of "a core of adventurous 'pioneer' middle-class incomers."203 The landscape
emerging from protests became ideologically charged, like that of the alternative,
affordable, and rebellious. In a city where redevelopment practices were
homogeneously transforming the landscape, Brixton represented an escape. Ultimately,
Brixton was a "desirable backdrop" for different socio-economic groups.204
Progressively, new 'pioneer' residents interacted with space in the late 1980s and 1990s
as an aesthetic representation, and not only a lived space.
The approach to Brixton as an aesthetic is seen in state-led efforts, in what the
urban scholars Butler and Robson label as the ‘rechristening’ of central Brixton by
estate agents.205 This referred to purchasing housing as an investment, revitalising
structures with the purpose of renting or selling them at a higher market value to a
wealthier demographic. In line with that, a study by the Institute of Economic Affairs
pointed to the intention to "rebuild council estates as mixed income communities."206 For
the context of housing policies, improvement efforts were circumscribed to the
transformation of properties, the introduction of other groups into the neighbourhood,
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and policy reforms of ownership of social housing - extensively benefitting middle-class
newcomers.207 Rather than working towards inclusivity in council housing, most of the
effort was placed on refurbishing terrace housing to attract others.208 Hence, the
squatting community became more prevalent in supporting the Jamaican community in
remaining in Brixton.

Image 25: Protest in front of a housing for demolition. Retrieved from Brixton Buzz.209 June 2016.

Contrasting with the diasporic experience in Kreuzberg's squatting movement,
Brixton's squatters became an inclusive platform of local activism for the Black
Afro-Caribbean community. The housing activist movement, joining forces with the
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Black Panther Movement, successfully forced the Lambeth Council to purchase
properties to allow the diasporic community to continue living in the neighbourhood.210
From that account, not only can we infer the tense relation between Afro-Caribbean
residents and local authorities in housing reforms, but also the empowerment found
within countercultural forms of urbanism.
On the counter side, according to the British political magazine Race Today the
active Afro-Caribbean squatting community in Brixton attracted white squatters to the
area, who were "generally London's floating bedsitter population [...] with no organic
relation to the indigenous population around them."211 The first wave of white residents
in Brixton worked with the immigrant community, unlike in Kreuzberg. Therefore,
through the squatting movement, Brixton experienced the arrival of a new community to
the neighbourhood, implying a different cultural mix in the area.
During field research collecting different stories of Brixton, George Mavgrommatis
notes how new white residents moved into Brixton either in search of abandoned or
cheap Victorian-style housing, or new and progressive market-oriented experiences.212
In a similar way, Butler and Robson interviewed over 25 new 'bohemian' residents of
Brixton and concluded that diversity was the main factor in the desirability of the
neighbourhood:
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“They are these pockets of different sorts of lifestyles that go on in Brixton [...] it's not
just about what colour you are, it's about education, it's about social background, it's
about interests, it's about what people talk about...”213

During the interviews, residents emphasised the desirability of diversity and
counter-cultural activities in Brixton, with both diaspora communities and the legacy of
activism shaping the imaginary of 'cultural diversity'. Local authenticity then referred to
the local demographic but also architectural difference and a desirable built
environment, echoing Kreuzberg's unique social and infrastructural character as
imagined by mainstream Berliners.
The emphasis on the desirability of diversity and low-cost of housing becomes
important in understanding the arrival of the "white settlers" in Brixton, who were
ethnically and socio-economically heterogeneous in search of an alternative escape in
the city. In fact, new residents were seeking authenticity within spaces of urban disrepair
and uniqueness in what Butler and Robson call 'architectural gems.'214 But this
'authenticity' was inherited from a period of racial violence and exclusionary policies
towards the Jamaican and other Afro-Caribbean diasporas.
Throughout the years, Jamaican diasporic residents and new middle-class
liberals increasingly "rubbed shoulders."215 The nature of diversity and a new period of
desirability for alternative urbanism meant a shift in the urban relationship between the
historically poor and isolated Jamaican diaspora community and the middle-class
alternatives. The sudden attractiveness to alternative and affordable urbanism became
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an inducement of non-diasporic residents, paradoxical to the criminalised vision of
Brixton from earlier years. This represented an embrace of diversity through the
principle of authenticity, pulling on different parts of the neighbourhood's historic
character, such as the architecture. More recently, that meant a sudden increase in
development projects and the rehabilitation of housing into new offices and retail space.
As Wheatle pointed out during his interview, most Afro-Caribbeans who once
lived there can no longer afford the 'affordability' and alternativeness that once attracted
them to Brixton. To put that into figures, house pricing experienced a notable increase of
45 per cent only between 2013 and 2014 - simultaneously indicating a sharper process
of housing displacement in recent years.216
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Image 26: Poster protesting against the revitalisation of Brixton Arches, retrieved from
https://twitter.com/SaveBrixton/status/816269942312071168. January 2020.

In response to redevelopment projects, local activist groups have been taking the
lead to fight back. An example is the campaign Our Brixton. During the project in 2016,
a group of residents united to write and film the video clip "Make a Change" as one of
the responses to the increase in Brixton housing prices.217 It was produced to voice the
youth's concern with the threat of losing their homes for higher "bidders."218 In a series
of monologues and rapping, the group asks for their homes not to be demolished:
"This is our home and we ain't gonna sit back and witness you scratch us one by
one and move us out [...] Everyone should have a home in their hometown."219

Image 27: Screenshot of the video clip "Make a Change" 00:01:23

The group's cry for help, urging for a change in the politics of housing, reflects how the
improvement of housing through city efforts did not improve the life of most long-term
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diaspora residents, but instead, created a motive to worry.220 Housing access is still
exclusionary, with residents recently claiming that Brixton has been given over to
hipsters.
From Blighted to Alternative
It has become evident that today Turkish and Jamaican diasporic groups and
white residents share social spaces but still within a certain spatial distance. In
Kreuzberg and Brixton, people coming from different paths in life are neighbours, with
non-diasporic residents attracted to the neighbourhood for the legacy of historical
activist groups, such as Antifa Gençlik in Kreuzberg and the Black Panther Movement in
Brixton. But while some might be living in refurbished 'architecture gems,' the Turkish
and Jamaican have remained at the margins of urban development, only partly
benefitting from housing improvements.
Kreuzberg and Brixton both represent the emergence of authenticity in the
neighbourhood through the lens of activism, fostering an environment of fighting against
aggressive urban development strategies and advocating for the preservation of the
neighbourhoods' character. Nonetheless, the protection of the personality of Kreuzberg
and Brixton, mostly through the preservation of their architecture, did not ensure the
affordability of housing - instead, the approach to development attracted a new
non-diasporic community.
The diversity of residents - Turks, Jamaicans, squatters, anarchists, artists and
students - and the history of activism together produced an authentic imaginary of both
places, becoming the desired backdrop to new white residents. They were enchanted
220
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by both the origins and traditions of the neighbourhood. Thus, space was no longer
solemnly lived, but more so an imaginative aesthetic representation. The strong sense
of identity attached to space enabled Kreuzberg and Brixton to stand out for their unique
characteristics. But as a result, diasporic residents started to rightfully fear that
newcomers would take their space. Through the transformation of space from blighted
to authentic, Kreuzberg and Brixton increasingly became fertile ground for the
emergence of a new local culture, further attracting wealthier residents and displacing
the Turkish and Jamaican diaspora to be replaced by those that could pay the price of
authenticity.
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Chapter Three: The Capitalisation of Authenticity

Image 28: Club in Brixton (or Kreuzberg?), taken by author. November 2020.

It was somewhere between 5 and 6 AM back in 2019, and we were only halfway
through the lineup for that night in the club. The DJ for the time slot was playing her
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most famous soundtrack, and I could not tell which genre of electronic music it was. As
the hours passed, the crowd grew wilder in the cavernous location. The sound of the
sub-bass frequency and the flashing lights revealed a diverse and fierce group on the
dance floor, enjoying the music as if they were gathering for a collective ritual, dissolving
into one mass moving together. So raw and unique; so authentic.
It was hard not to be amazed when looking around the nightclub. People of all
types, styles, sizes and paths in life wearing all sorts of eclectic outfits, complimenting
the relatively robust space with the brute noise coming from the heavy audio machinery.
But for a second, all of a sudden, I could not tell where I was. "No," I thought to myself,
"this must be Phonox, in Brixton." I had another look around. "Or is it Club der
Visionaire, in Kreuzberg?" Time after time, when visiting Kreuzberg and Brixton, I
noticed that I was seeing the same type of different people. They were wearing similar
cool outfits, seeming like a mix of vintage, rebellious, foreign, and alternative
personalities mashed together: young lads wearing minimalist black T-shirts, rolling their
cigarettes on the sidewalks; colourful high-waisted pants and extravagant shoes walking
by the streets, carrying a bottle of beer in one hand and their phones with Google Maps
opened in the other. On some nights, a few visitors hardly wore anything other than their
oversized coats, revealing skin despite the uninviting weather. But as an epiphany that
night, I remember looking around and suddenly being aware of the homogeneity of
difference, the blending of that alternative culture into one aesthetic representation,
diverse yet demographically white. One that was both so distinctive from any other yet
so similar to its own kind of blend elsewhere. Kreuzberg or Brixton, it did not matter. For
me, they were the same - just a copy of the same sort of mix of people, primarily white.
Perhaps in search of diversity in the countercultural setting. Or maybe, just like me, they
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were attracted by authenticity and the complex relationship between the inherent
diasporic character of the neighbourhood and that preserved alternative space. But
where did the diasporic residents fit into this equation?

Image 29: Club in Brixton (or Kreuzberg?), taken by author. November 2020.

Kreuzberg and Brixton are extremely appealing to me because there I can see
racial diversity in the streets, in the shops, in the train stations and bus stops. Kreuzberg
is where I am invited to coffee shops with the air so thick from the smoke of shisha that
it is hard to see around and it has hundreds of kiosks selling Turkish delicacies with their
generous kebab sandwiches. Brixton is where I am called into stores selling colourful
fabrics and constantly have to resist the temptation of trying out the different types of
Jamaican jerk, having to remind myself I am not the best with spices. But this diverse
street culture, which oversaturated the authenticity of public spaces for me, selling
foreign food and spices, simultaneously blinded me from the local reality of cultural
consumption and displacement. When the tents are taken down and the night
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businesses open, the streets showcase a different narrative, where people of colour,
Turkish and Jamaican diasporas, are pushed to the margins to make space for a new
bohemian demographic. Wineries, pubs, tapas restaurants, and clubs are revealed;
filled with a diverse yet expressively non-diasporic and wealthier group of consumers.
Instead of wandering in and out of places, the diaspora community is found primarily
behind the counters. They are still present in the neighbourhood, contributing to the
authentic feel of it. But this different dynamic indicates the encroachment of the
historical community by a predominantly white demographic, not only consuming from
the countercultural lifestyle in place, but slowly moving in to reclaim the inner-city and
adopting multicultural social accents. As a result, while living in these places I noted that
the people that enabled that space to be authentic in the first place are less prevalent
there.
In the name of cultural and character preservation in the 1970s and 1980s, and
responding to acts of resistance from the local community, redevelopment efforts moved
towards protecting the authenticity and alternativeness of Kreuzberg and Brixton. Yet,
this effort reveals itself as less innocent, transforming to a brand to market space and
attract a wealthier community. Policy makers started to link the origins and traditions of
the area to efforts of economic development. By doing so, once again the diaspora
community was pushed to the margins of housing improvement efforts, revealing the
exclusionary discourse in the promotion of the local appeal.
This chapter discusses how rather than seeing a vulgar exclusionary urban
planning process or policy, the recent shift towards privileging authenticity symbolises
the emergence of a 'new' form of exclusion. The British scholar of media and cultural
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studies Martin Barker, renowned for conceptualising cultural racism, argues that the
shift towards cultural hostility through market-led approaches substitutes the initial
biological racism.221 His argument supports the cultural geographer Kay Anderson's
later observations that diversity has become an accumulated capitalist resource in the
reconstruction of the inner city.222 That said, my argument departs from their basic
premise with a more spatial approach. I focus on diasporic communities and how that
the exclusionary language has transformed since the initial pathological approach to
their arrival. To do so, I discuss the entrance of white middle and upper-class residents
following branding campaigns in Berlin and London as spaces of authenticity. Diversity
within authenticity then becomes a commodity in the city. Ultimately, local authenticity
places increasingly appeal to a white audience, which is attracted to the criminalised
and alternative pasts of Kreuzberg and Brixton.
My experience in the nightclub reflects what happened outside the walls of the
location, regardless of whether I was in Kreuzberg or Brixton. In her book The New
Berlin: Memory, Politics, Place, the senior lecturer and geographer Karen Till invites the
reader to expand on the meaning of social spaces that are commemorative. Till
suggests that these commemorative spaces offer "possible entrances and exits to
numerous passages through which (and where) whispers from the past, echoes from
anticipated futures, and haunted presences momentarily hover."223 I explore here
Kreuzberg and Brixton as locations commemorated for their diversity and authenticity by
city officials and urban development campaigns. This approach offers a possible
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entrance for understanding the present-day neighbourhoods, and how traces of their
past are dissolving into the rise of a new form of urban culture, commercially marketed
for its economic potential.

Image 30: Berlin Atonal's flyer from the late 1980s, retrieved from Groove Archive. April 2021.

After the 1990s, Kreuzberg and Brixton experienced a reorientation of urban
development towards the marketisation of space and the aesthetic representation of the
remaining 'rundown' spaces.224 This time around, private investors took the lead in
reshaping the urban space, seen in Mediaspree in Kreuzberg and cultural centres in
Brixton. Consequently, policies became mechanisms of bloodless capital extraction
(housing and cultural consumption) and resource transfer. No longer simply a hipster
curio, the diaspora community had become an accessory for the upscaling of
224
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neighbourhoods in ways which led to their very displacement. In turn, these practices
continue the displacement of diaspora communities, promoting culture without the
people.
Be Kreuzberg?

Image 31: Retrieved from the advertisement of Be Berlin.225

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, after the establishment of the squatter
movement and the rearrangement of the geography of Berlin, a new wave of residents
were drawn to Kreuzberg. The city as a whole underwent extensive redevelopment,
attempting to reunite the divided city through megaprojects.226 The local government
insisted on diversity as an asset to the city, pointing to the range of occupations and
urban life present in Berlin, and how it was necessary to understand the city's identity
before restoring it.227But as the historian and author Brian Ladd stresses in his book The
Ghosts of Berlin, the envisioned diversity was limited.228 As Berlin turned into a "brand,"
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not all cultures made it to the city's slogan.229 Nonetheless, the aesthetic traces of the
multicultural communities in space became attractive.
Kreuzberg was devalued and mostly inhabited by immigrants and countercultural
residents until 1989.230 By the time the East and West became one, the government
promoted the private ownership of housing and rent regulation strategies, expecting a
population boom.231 While the introduction of new white residents had occurred before
the 1990s, those were mostly members of marginal cultures, such as punks and
anarchists.232 When East and West Berlin reunified and Kreuzberg was no longer
surrounded by walls, the local diaspora community experienced further pressure from
city-wide development. The new mobile residents displaced from elsewhere or suddenly
free to move out of East Berlin made their way around the city and into Kreuzberg.233
The so-called "neo-bohemians" gravitated towards the area; they were characterised for
their pattern of colonisation of multicultural spaces. According to Kapas Güney et al. in
their fieldwork in Kreuzberg, the neo-bohemian resident carried a lifestyle that merges
"industrial capitalism and art into consumption society."234 Kreuzberg was an ideal of
this concept: post-industrial and cheap. While the alternative lifestyle was once
interpreted as a niche, for the neo-bohemia it became mainstream, where local cultures
indicated potential profit. Kreuzberg already was established as counter-cultural, but as
the wall came down, it revealed new empty spaces to be 'recolonised.'235
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Image 32: Informal housing in Bethaniendamm, Kreuzberg. Retrieved from Wikiwand.236

Given the political scenario and the emergence of democratic rule, the Turkish
diaspora was partly accepted237 as a permanent migrant to civic society.238 In 1991,
foreigners were granted citizenship and naturalisation policies progressed239 under the
condition of giving up their Turkish nationality.240 According to the member of the interior
affairs committee in Parliament Hans-Peter Uhl, this is to ensure loyalty to Germany and
so that individuals cannot evade the German judicial authorities through their second

236

"Baumhaus an Der Mauer," Wikiwand, accessed April 29, 2021,
https://www.wikiwand.com/de/Baumhaus_an_der_Mauer.
237
Horrocks and Kolinsky, "Non-German Minorities in Contemporary German Society," 72.
238
Güney, Kabas, and Pekman, "The Existential Struggle of Second-Generation," 52.
239
Adam Himes, "Spatial Agency: Turks In Kreuzberg," Harvard Mellon Urban Initiative, accessed April
28, 2021, https://mellonurbanism.harvard.edu/spatial-agency-turks-kreuzberg.
240
Judy Dempsey, "A Difficult Choice for Turks in Germany," The New York Times, last modified April 18,
2013, https://www.nytimes.com/2013/04/16/world/europe/16iht-letter16.html.

104

passport.241 But with respect to housing, little improved. Inner-city houses were
restituted and revitalised by the private market, while new city-funded housing projects
were limited to the outskirts of the city.242 Given that Kreuzberg's redevelopment had
already occurred by then (see chapter one), new projects did not expressively alter the
local landscape.243 On the other hand, the sudden revalorisation of the location and
attractiveness of its character started to transform the neighbourhood dynamics, as it
became appealing for its inherent diverse and alternative character.
Inan, an engineer immigrant from East Anatolia, illustrates how the Turkish
redevelopment of the neighbourhood was a community effort, rooted in cultural values
that beautify space:
"Here it seems as if they are trying to throw out Turks and the foreigners by
raising the rents. I mean they want to reclaim it but this is of course sad for us.
Why? We have put out labour into these streets and there comes the time where
this neighbourhood gets more beautiful, and when it gets more beautiful they
want to kick you out [...] It is easy to throw out the welfare recipients but then the
culture here will change too."244
Inan points to an important element of contemporary Kreuzberg. She stresses that the
presence of the Turkish diaspora is what made Kreuzberg attractive, and such
attractiveness is what is then driving the Turkish diaspora out. This point demonstrates
that authenticity was defined through the Turkish diaspora's presence. By identifying the
decrease in the concentration of the Turkish diaspora in Kreuzberg after the fall of the
241
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wall, one can observe the correlation of displacement and the promotion of subculture
as a city and local brand. Thus, this promotion indicates the arrival of a larger
non-diasporic white community.
According to Philipp Vergin, assistant of Berlin's MP and activist in Kreuzberg
through the voluntary housing support group Bizim Kiez (translated to Our
Neighbourhood in a mix of Turkish and German), the streets that for a long time were
characterised by the Turkish presence suddenly transformed. When interviewed by an
independent digital news outlet, Vergin reflected on the neighbourhood in the late 1990s
with relation to what it has become:
"When I first moved to Wrangelkiez in Kreuzberg it had a really large Turkish
community and people on lower incomes or unemployed. Their houses have
been sold and sold again, and each time their rents go up. Small shops,
groceries, banks, and drug stores have disappeared to be replaced by bars."245
Vergin's interest in Kreuzberg indicates how new-comers colonised the space of cultural
production to recast the diasporic experience as an example of urban authenticity. This
experience was then retained by the history of Kreuzberg and decreasing Turkish
population, still palpable in space through scattered shops, kebab and falafel stalls, and
Turkish-written graffiti. After looking up Vergin in different media outlets, I found that
Vergin had been a resident of Kreuzberg - in the eastern section of the neighbourhood for almost 20 years.246 That said, he was part of the demographics of new Berliners
245
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moving into the area. His discontent with the pattern of change in the neighbourhood
indicates what he valued upon arriving: the Turkish diaspora and the character fostered
by them. His observation coincides with statistics that point to a decline in Turkish shops
run by people with a Turkish background.247 Kottbusser Tor was a replica of a Turkish
town, represented in its built environment, in the architectural front of restaurants and
coffee shops, music stores and in the arabesque local hip hop culture - inspired by
American discos until the 2000s.248
The attractiveness of Kreuzberg for Vergin validates Zukin's observations of the
symbolic economy. Zukin states that "culture has become a more explicit site of conflicts
over social differences and urban fears."249 In the case of Kreuzberg, where the Turkish
diaspora community has been historically perceived as a racial other, the attractiveness
of the neighbourhood reveals a complex nexus between displacement and ethnicity.
The racial other shifts from the solemn negative connotation to a complex battle
between the desirability of authenticity and displacement of the authentic. But rather
than an abrupt change, processes of displacement and replacement of the Turkish
diaspora occurred in increments, and the so-called authentic difference of space
remained in people's imagination.
Kreuzberg was exotified - Berlin was marketed by the Berlin Tourismus Marketing
and Partner für Berlin as a "young, tolerant and cosmopolitan city" filled with the
"off-beat cultures - youth and club cultures in particular."250 Consequently, a new
economic and political interest surged in the cultural production of Kreuzberg. The
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marketing campaign kicked off in 2003 with the counsellor for culture and education in
Tempelhof and later mayor Klaus Wowereit calling Berlin "poor but sexy," which invited
creatives and artists to reshape the city.251 The city was outcast for its poor economic
performance in comparison to Frankfurt, Hamburg or Cologne. At the same time,
Wowereit was aware of the experimental arts and growing techno music scene.252
Kreuzberg was filled with what urban planner and sociologist Claire Colomb labels as
"in-between spaces," legacies from previous models of planning with expressive open
space and abandonment after the relocation of factories.253 These vacant spaces made
room for underground culture, delineated by the music scene as it thrived in temporary
spaces, such as alternative living spaces, beer gardens and flea markets.254 For Zukin,
these consumption localities create an "authentic aura," catering towards alternative
consumption practices.255 The aura is attached to long-term residents; in this case,
ethnic minorities and marginalised groups of society serve as consumption and
capitalist practices.256 As a result, cultural consumption patterns manipulate the change
of the neighbourhood, capitalising on a nuanced authenticity while moulding it to new
resident’s needs.257
Wowereit's arguments capitalised on the character of the local community,
attracting others interested in the aesthetic of the counterculture and symbols of
immigrant culture while ignoring the Turkish diaspora (see image 33). The Turkish
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diaspora is instrumental to the marketing of the city as authentic and a multicultural and
alternative hub, but the untackled housing inequality makes them more vulnerable in the
long haul.

Image 33: Screenshot of the promotion of Kreuzberg by Culture Trip.258 April 2021.

Erkan, a first-generation Turkish immigrant who once lived in Kreuzberg but since
then moved to the adjacent area expressed his nostalgic feeling towards Kreuzberg's
past. He claimed to be outpriced by a new generation of liberals, who could pay more
for their houses:
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"In Kreuzberg no one else than the Turks lived for years, only we could live
around here, we could only find houses here [...] Now that's over. Kreuzberg is a
center now; all stores had been in the hands of Turks, now only a few are [...]
When there is an empty house no one else can get it. You can't compete with
them; it works to their advantage. They have money and they stay in groups, in
flat shares. And the landlords are content because they can take more than 300
Euro. I pay 1,200 Euro currently. If I would get out they would rent it for
2,000-2,500. Who pays that kind of money? They do."259
Erkan's observations depict the sudden unaffordability of Kreuzberg and the sense of
hopelessness. In this context, housing is a scarce resource and the Turkish diaspora is
pushed out by increasing prices. At first, the lack of mobility entailed living in Kreuzberg;
for Erkan, today the lack of mobility within the city centre means that once he leaves his
Kreuzberg residence, he will not be able to rent it out for a similar price or in his own
neighbourhood.
In a different interview activist Philipp Vergin praises the "long tradition of
self-organization, resistant practice and alternative movement" in Kreuzberg.260
Nonetheless, his narrative lacks auto-criticism in understanding that this loss in
character is, at least in part, because of residents similar to him. Vergin, just like many
newcomers in Kreuzberg, was in search of authenticity in the mix of alternative and
immigrant, fetishising the historical aesthetic of Kreuzberg. The argument is not to
discredit Vergin's observations in Kreuzberg, as he has been an important addition to
the neighbourhood, leading preservation campaigns and serving as a key addition to
259
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the local activist scene. At the same time, his story invites a distinction between Turkish
residents and long-term residents, versus the recent population, as displacement and
urban change is experienced differently by each.
Projects that promoted "careful” renewal and sustainable development strategies
were defunded, with drastic staff cuts and reductions of services through the 2010s.261
The trend of housing privatisation benefitted "professional landlords," who substantially
increased rents despite broader city-wide campaigns against unaffordability in the
city.262 The sudden unaffordability of the neighbourhood impacted all citizens, but to
different extents. Rents were only capped in 1995, protecting all long-term residents.
However, the cap came after a sudden increase in rent price per metre square in the
1990s, which then remained with little fluctuation until 2000.263 Between 2009 and 2015,
with changing policies of rent cap, rents rose once again, by 54 per cent - 8 per cent
higher than the increase experienced in the rest of the city.264 Therefore, despite little
significant change in housing, the Turkish diaspora started to experience for the first
time living at the central location, with rents exponentially increasing.
According to the local newspaper Berliner Zeitung, changes in Kreuzberg
indicated a shift from it as an "alternative mecca" to an "exclusive yuppie district."265 But
as residents indicate during interviews, the demographic transformation did not happen
straight away, and took a while to concretise. This observation is in line with the broader
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transformation of cultural consumption patterns, the emergence of the subculture and
the success in promoting urban space as a commodified aesthetic.266
According to Claire Colomb in Staging the New Berlin, the 'restrictive nature of
subcultures - also called underground culture - signals a 'hipness'.267 Earlier, Wowereit
indirectly alludes to this hipness, as the commodification of culture then becomes a tool
of redevelopment. His approach reflected a broader shift of the time to explore the
creativity of cities as a way to revitalise the post-industrial and post-modern urban
space. Both Colomb and Wowereit direct my observations to the discussion of
gentrification by the art historians Rosalyn Deutsche and Cara Gendel Ryan.268
Deutsche and Genel Ryan discuss how art - in this case represented through the
architectural and social legacy of the neighbourhood - can function “ideologically to
exploit the neighborhood for its bohemian and sensationalist connotations.”269 By
functioning as an imagined reality while also being a lived space, the neighbourhood
becomes a “state of mind,” desired by new residents.270 Hence, it was precisely the
resilience, in social organization (in squats, gang groups and the formation of Antifa)
and the presence of the diaspora and marginal community and the local reputation of
alternative culture that incubated the imaginative 'sexy' image.
Artists from Kreuzberg support the argument that the neighbourhood depicted
the vibrant and multicultural character of Berlin. For Neco Çelik, a German-Turk film
director famous for portraying life in Kreuzberg, the binary of the 'Turkish' and 'German'
culture became insignificant after the rise of multiculturalism, for Kreuzberg became a
266
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place where "cultures merge."271 In the film Alltag, Çelik tells the story of Little Istanbul,
and how Kreuzberg is both where cultures mix and where residents separate from the
rest of German culture. Alltag depicts the intersection of the Turkish diaspora and
alternative subculture, and how through this mix, cultural vibrancy inundated the streets
of Kreuzberg. His vision is represented through the choice of actors, both Germans and
Turkish, and the Turkish music often contrasted with actors speaking in German. Illegal
activities, graffiti and poor living conditions are key themes in his films - combining into
the unique setting of the neighbourhood, vibrant and alternative. Other Kreuzberg-born
German-Turks reiterate similar experiences in simpler terms. For Ahmet, German-Turks
are 'Germany's colour' and that without the merging of cultures, Germany would be
boring.272

Image 34: Owners of SO36, standing in front of the establishment. Retrieved from Der Spiegel.273
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Both Çelik and Ahmet's observations point to the argument by Turkish
anthropologist Levent Soysal in his analysis of migrant youth culture in Berlin. According
to Soysal, the narrative of Kreuzberg as a ghetto, linked to the presence and
concentration of the diaspora community became 'normalised' since the 2000s.274 While
its perception as dangerous remains omnipresent, it is not as prevalent as its reputation
for multiculturalism. Kreuzberg presents itself as the combination of the East and the
West. One of the examples is the club SO36, operated by a German and a Turk, to
house Turkish ceremonies and later on host events for the Turkish gay community.275
One of the largest redevelopment projects and examples of the cultural
acceptance and multicultural consumption patterns in the area was Media Spree. Tresor
Vault, an important club, had opened already, becoming a symbolic presence to techno
and the unique experience presented by the music. It was one of the main clubs that
opened as part of the movement to use a location until it was "sold, renovated, or torn
down."276 The Detroit-inspired techno matched the melancholic and partly destroyed
local architecture. In the mid-2000s, Universal Music Germany and MTC Central Europe
relocated to the neighbourhood near its intersection at Neukölln to promote the area as
a "creative cluster for the media and music industries."277 The blocks were dominated by
a mixture of Turkish workers during the day and the rising dominant counter-culture at
night, feeling like the alternative ego of German society. In their study of creative
274
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spaces, urban scholars Johannes Novy and Claire Colomb argued that Mediaspree was
"built upon an existing dense fabric of artistic, musical and subcultural activities which
had earned the area a reputation as one of post-reunification Berlin's most vibrant
(sub)cultural hubs, home to a number of famous alternative bars, techno clubs and
small music labels." 278 The project epitomises the capitalisation of culture, for
developers were attracted to the unique multiculturalism on site.

Image 35: Fatma Souad in SO36, performing in a queer event in SO36, in 1997.279
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Mediaspree was the first of its kind to successfully merge private property
owners, international investors and city representatives under a commercial strategy.280
It received public funding under the claim of being for the “public interest,” planning or
beach parks, clubs and other smaller projects considered as socio-cultural.281 It did not
adopt the spatial Turkish accents but retrofitted the post-industrial and alternative
character to attract investment. For that reason, the project was also the first of its kind
to have a negative backlash.282 Local left-wing activists and anarchists from different
alternative communities united to launch the ‘Sink Mediaspree’ campaign.283 But just as
similar resistance movements in the past, the displacement of the Turkish diaspora was
not a central topic, but instead, the gentrification of Kreuzberg. Mediaspree staged the
battle between the first and the up-coming second wave of white colonisation of the
diaspora neighbourhood. But by not centralising the vulnerability of the Turkish diaspora
- already being displaced by earlier “trend setters” (chapter two) - Sink Mediaspree
failed to recognise the role of activists in the earlier displacement of the local
community.
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Image 36: Protest against Mediaspree, retrieved from Westend 61.284

In this context, gentrification reflects Ruth Glass's approach when analysing the
urban change in Islington, UK.285 Glass defined it as middle-income residents coming
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into modest and run-down housing and transforming them into elegant and expensive
residences.286 Once the socio-spatial process starts, working-class areas are
rehabilitated and working-class communities are displaced, as they cannot afford the
lifestyle and rent within the neighbourhood. But in the discussion of Mediaspree, the
diaspora experience was not central to the discussion of gentrification. Despite being
the most vulnerable community, already being displaced to areas further away from the
city centre, such as Wedding and Tempelhof, they remained marginal with respect to
the implications of urban change. The resistance to gentrification then departed from a
conflict between distinct generations of bohemians. While the first generation was
drawn to space by the alternativeness and counter-cultural practices, the second
generation of new residents were a result of marketing strategies and the branding of
space as authentic - affordable and attractive.
The initial campaign of 2003 of Berlin being "poor but sexy" evolved in 2009 to
the slogan “Be Berlin.” The purpose of the branding, however, stayed the same, as the
project continued to emphasise authenticity within the city as an economic asset. For
example, the campaign claimed that “no other city in the world enjoys the club culture
as lively as Berlin.”287 The campaign “Be Berlin” promoted the colonisation of diasporic
spaces to support higher-income residents through the branding of multicultural and
unique.
Another urban branding projects that promoted culture as an asset of Kreuzberg
are Stadt von Unter (City from Below). It claimed to regenerate the urban space by
promoting local culture through private investment. Their website states that "because
286
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of the authenticity and rather unusual aesthetic appearance," buildings present a unique
history and an opportunity to be used for educational purposes, indicating their
commercial value as authentic.288 The definition of authenticity is unclear in their
framework, referring to the past of the neighbourhood but never centralising its
character around the Turkishness of space. Once again, it highlights the marginality of
the Turkish diaspora community in redevelopment efforts.
The above initiatives and campaigns expose a complex relationship between
historic preservation and the potential for gentrification. Zukin discusses the topic at
length, referencing Jane Jacobs as a great urban writer and community organiser who
fought for the preservation of the city's authenticity in the built environment.289 With that,
Zukin proposes that the aesthetic preservation of inner-city living does not entail the
protection of those living there. According to Zukin "Jacob's values - the small blocks,
the cobblestone streets, the sense of local identity in neighborhoods - became the
gentrifiers' ideal. But Jacob's social goals, the preservation of classes, have been
lost."290 In the case of Kreuzberg, the protection of authenticity preserved the local
counter-cultural way of living, encouraging initiatives such as Co-Housing and co-living
spaces. But neither the protection of countercultural authenticity nor the preservation of
alternative housing democratises the diasporic representation in a neighbourhood.
Thus, the protection of authenticity did not protect the diaspora community; instead, it
prioritised the non-diasporic, with residents of Kreuzberg. As a result, the discourse of
authenticity carries a negative connotation with respect to the Turkish diaspora.
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Image 37: Protest against raising rents. Retrieved from the Arts Newspaper. 291

Housing activism is gaining momentum across Berlin, and grassroots
organisations to prevent eviction are gaining a political voice in Kreuzberg. Some of the
most prevalent ones are Kotti & Co, GloReiche and Bündnis Zwangsräumungen
Verhindern.292 Kotti & Co is the only one that incorporates the diaspora’s fight against
racially discriminatory housing issues within their approach. This shows how
anti-eviction activism hardly overlaps with the preservation of the Turkish diaspora.
Generally, the Turkish diaspora does not largely benefit or engage with most grassroots
initiatives in Berlin. According to one of the coordinators of the project GloReiche,
cultural division is one of the main barriers: "We have a huge Turkish and Middle
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Eastern population, but that is not at all reflected in our movement."293 At the same time,
Kotti & Co, who attempts to represent the Turkish diaspora in housing processes,
express their frustration with policy-makers when advocating for the inclusion of the
im/migrant population in the housing process. It has been trying to collect signatures to
expropriate Deutsche Wohnen, the owner of most apartments around Kottbusser Tor.
Nonetheless, only residents with German nationality are eligible to sign, limiting the
organisation’s reach.294 While there are efforts to fight the changing landscape of
Kreuzberg, these still tend to be exclusionary from the institutional level. With that,
grassroots projects cannot always fight evictions and the changing character of the
neighbourhood.
One of the many examples of the continuous displacement of Turkish residents
was the eviction of the Gülbol family, who lived in an apartment in Kreuzberg from 1993
to 2013.295 The Gülbol family experienced an increase in rent of 100 Euros per month,
despite an original informal agreement that rents would not increase.296 The eviction
received extensive media coverage, with over 500 protesters gathering outside the
family's house on the day of the eviction. In the end, 15 cars were burnt, 4 of them were
overturned, 400 police officers and a helicopter were mobilised to witness the legal
battle; nonetheless, the family was escorted out of their apartment in 2013.297 Yet, the
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coverage of the event is an important step towards the inclusion of the Turkish diaspora
in housing activism. Given that earlier accounts for Turkish housing activism are scarce,
the recent conversation regarding affordability and accessibility to housing is an
improvement.
Residents of Kreuzberg and tourists long for authenticity in Kreuzberg, whether
that is for the Turkish diaspora or the alternative legacy in the built environment. Some
of the clearest examples I observed while living there are: the popularity of Müstafa's
Gemüse Kebap, by Meringdamm, where people queue for hours under sun (but often
under the rain) to get their Turkish doner kebab wrapped in foil; and the prevalent
English-speakers lining up outside of Zur Klappe, a techno nightclub near the kebab
kiosk, waiting for up to two hours to get in the venue only to be kicked out soon
afterwards for taking photos on the dancefloor. People - residents and foreigners - are in
search of authenticity. And while this search for a unique urban experience has
revitalised the economy of the inner city, the impacts within the diaspora community
cannot be quantified through capitalist approaches to space. As the Turkish diaspora
can work but no longer live in the place they helped build and make attractive,
Kreuzberg is becoming one more homogeneous neighbourhood in another world city.
Hence, it will inevitably lose its characters in the name of profit, forgetting that urban
culture and authenticity is about residents that get together to create and reproduce
culture, and not about hollow buildings.
Scholars often argue that Berlin's case is atypical because of its historical context
marked by the communist era split. While I do not argue against the uniqueness of
Kreuzberg as a case study of authenticity, my experience in Brixton presents strong
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parallels. In spite of the specific characteristics of development carried out in Kreuzberg,
the urban dynamics of multiculturalism and the displacement generated by it - targeting
the local diaspora community - extend beyond the case of Berlin. After all, Brixton was
labelled as London's protesting ghetto just as Berliners marked Kreuzberg.
United Colours of Brixton?

Image 38: Coldharbour Lane, 1994. Retrieved from The Guardian (2016).298

Brixton had no wall coming down in the 1990s, but it was a critical decade to
dismantle the division traced by institutional racism as a legacy of Britain’s colonial
period. The killing of Stephen Lawrence, an 18-year-old Black man, by a gang of white
teenagers in 1993 in the south of London exposed the need to shift the discourse
around racial difference to one that accepted cultural diversity in the city.299 The gang
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approached Lawrence and his friend, Dwayne Brooks, shouting words of racial abuse
before attacking Lawrence.300 When the police arrived at the scene, an officer
threatened Brooks to handcuff him, questioning the validity of the events that occurred
and about their criminal record.301 The case brought back the same feeling of injustice
experienced during the 1981 wave of protests, exposing the different response by the
metropolitan police because of one’s skin colour and prejudices. In 1999, British High
Court judge Sir William Macpherson labelled the event as an example of institutional
racism, pointing to the continuous prejudice, racist stereotyping and disservice provided
by Britain to ethnic minorities.302
The decade was then characterised by a transformation of Brixton’s reputation
from being the exemplary of ‘broken Britain’ and reduced to criminality, to becoming a
space of vibrancy and multiculturalism. The Brixton City Challenge is the main example
of the shift, which resulted in a new wave of white residents attracted to Brixton and the
increase of housing unaffordability. With that, Brixton’s brand was reshaped to feed into
an imagery of multiculturalism as a desired aesthetic, highlighting the vibrancy of the
local diaspora community based on affordability and an alternative urban lifestyle. Just
as in Berlin, middle-class newcomers were drawn into the neighbourhood for the
culture, celebrating the local context of alternative, racially diverse, and historically
eclectic, while simultaneously displacing those that made Brixton interesting, the
Afro-Caribbean diaspora.
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Brixton was still a site of protest in the 1990s, consolidating efforts to revitalise
the area through market-led approaches. Political instability triggered the deterioration
of properties and their market values, expressively lowering them in comparison to other
inner-city areas.303 Simultaneously, London’s housing prices were inflating, following the
national pattern of an exponential and continuous increase in land values starting in the
mid-1990s and continuing up through 2007.304 The damage to the area justified
top-down intervention to space.305 Between the years 1993 and 1998, the Brixton City
Challenge, funded by the Department of the Environment, was one of the earliest efforts
to use public funds with the intent to generate private investment, lifting the
socioeconomic status of Brixton by supporting the economy locally.306 The initiative
claimed to "make Brixton the centre of multicultural entertainment and shopping in
South London, expressing the energy, enterprise, achievement and proud spirit of its
people. A great place to live, work, visit, show and have fun."307 The approach promoted
free-market solutions with limited community participation. It largely invested in business
opportunities as a way to renew the area, becoming the first localised approach to
redevelopment.
Theoretically, the project relied on neoliberal trends of using space, benefiting the
wealthy community and encouraging them to treat Brixton as an investment. On the
ground, it did not open the cultural dialogue to connect redevelopment to the
empowerment of the local community. Robert, the Jamaican owner of Juice Bar, was
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explicit about how the Brixton City Challenge project enabled the gentrification of
Brixton:
"They did it on a match funding basis… meaning that, if you have £1,000 and you
fill a form, you can get a match fund like £10,000 [...] Dog Star, Ritzy Cinema and
Fridge obviously had several funds, so they could borrow funds like £20,000 or
£60,000. They were a minority in the communities. So actually, the grass roots
people got 'peanuts'. They did not have such amounts of money for match funds,
because they didn't have forms filled in, which is highly complicated, so wider
classes came into Brixton."308
Robert’s observations highlight the unequal access to funds by the community, and how
large corporations benefitted the most from the Brixton City Challenge. Despite the
project working within the micro-level, the bureaucratic process of obtaining funds
prevented the inclusive benefit of residents. The project extensively benefited cinemas
and theatres, the majority of which were owned by white business owners or
corporations as opposed to Afro-Caribbeans. 309 As pointed by Robert, the disposable
income of local residents could only get them a limited amount, and the bureaucracy of
forms inhibited further financial assistance.
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Image 39: All Tone Records, Grandville Arcade, retrieved from Brixton Buzz.310

In addition, all the mentioned venues continue to exist today, having become
cultural symbols of Brixton. Investment in the cultural representation of the
310

Mike Urban, "Brixton 15 Years Ago: Busy Street Markets, Granville Arcade, Pubs and Free Fireworks,
Nov 2003," Brixton Buzz, last modified November 14, 2018,
https://www.brixtonbuzz.com/2018/11/brixton-15-years-ago-busy-street-markets-granville-arcade-pubs-an
d-free-fireworks-nov-2003/.

127

Afro-Caribbean diaspora without investing in housing strategies and rent control led to
the failure of the initiative to spatially protect the community in the long term. In research
conducted by the academic Shuhei Okada, the owner of a commercial venue at Railton
Road and long term resident of Brixton highlights the negative impacts of Brixton City
Challenge in the social composition of the neighbourhood:
"Well, they refurbished the whole suites… then people moved out, new people
came in. The local authority mixed people together, you know, rather than a lot of
black people here… they wanted not too many black people in the area; they
wanted to break up. So, brought more whites to mix the area..."311
The initiative enabled the revitalisation of damaged properties. As mentioned before, the
legacy of protests scarred the housing supply and affected prices. Through the sudden
investment, Brixton City Challenge promoted regeneration strategies that enhanced the
attractiveness of the vibrant and culturally diverse space, but without protecting the local
community from the force of real estate speculation.
The renaming of community institutions serves as a powerful example of diversity
and the idea of multiculturalism served to increase the commercialisation of the area.
One of the Brixton City Challenge initiatives was to change the name of some of the
popular Afro-Caribbean pubs. For instance, the Atlantic, labelled as "Brixton's most
visible black pub,"312 became the Dogstar after the investment of £200,000, with
residents alleging that it was refurbished for the "yuppies."313 For a while, the pub Prince
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of Wales temporarily became Harlem, depicting the intention to transform Brixton.314 The
change of the name to Harlem particularly stands out. It indicates a clear desirability to
represent a branding of an imagined American blackness without regard to the global
nature of a lived Black experience in the Brixton community.
The change in names represents an intended shift in the local cultural identity. By
renaming social spaces traditionally characterised by the presence of Black diaspora,
the revitalisation effort indicates a dilution of the previous Jamaican and Afro-Caribbean
concentration and spatial identity, now transformed to appeal to a new social class
coming into the neighbourhood. However, some aspects of the earlier culture were
retained as part of the local ‘brand.’ For example, the Brixton City Challenge gave birth
to its infamous new slogan campaign in 1995: The United Colours of Brixton.315 By
playing on the 1980s clothing company, Benetton, and its own diversity campaign, the
Brixton project further capitalised on the idea of cultural diversity as an abstract
commercial asset.
Another example from a different approach to redevelopment was the renaming
of Granville Arcade to Brixton Village and the expressive investment in the Black
Cultural Archives and Windrush Square in the 2010s. The process of regeneration
through culture created a broader impact within the housing sector, resulting in soaring
rental prices and increased pressures on social housing. The old Brixton community is
most affected by the negative impacts of the promotion of culture as an economic asset
versus a mechanism of community sustainability. The initiatives treated Jamaican and
Afro-Caribbean people as an accessory to space, but no longer as residents of the
314
315

Okada, "Transformation of spaces and places in inner cities."
Mavrommatis, “Stories from Brixton,” 6.

129

neighbourhood. Throughout the years, the project continuously attracted more
middle-class white residents, intrigued by the cultural capital of the area and the
affordability of housing in comparison to the rest of London.
The branding of Brixton in particular was not well-received by local activist
groups. Syndicate, a visual activist collective against local gentrification, collected
photographs of the spatial changes of the neighbourhood through the project. They
depicted the visible change in Brixton, with the closure of community centres and
community schools and their transformation into luxury flats.316 According to Syndicate,
Brixton City Challenge failed the local community through its superficial portrayal of
multiculturalism, transforming Brixton into a theme park that only a few could enjoy,
privileging a "social group at the expense of the poorer and marginal inhabitants".317 In
sum, the initiative exemplified the process of commodifying difference and the nostalgia
of multiculturalism without the protection of multi-racial residency in the neighbourhood.
The intent with promoting cultural difference was not to protect the Jamaican diaspora
community, but instead to market “difference” in order to create a new niche commercial
market.
The City Challenge pioneered a new era of investment in Brixton and steered a
wave of social housing demolition. In a change of legislation, it allowed housing to
become an investment under claims of a desirable ‘social mix’ and ‘ethnic balance,’ and
pushed for entrepreneurial approaches through bids.318 New regeneration schemes
gained national popularity by directing public funds to private investments, increasingly
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disenfranchising the local diasporic community. In a conversation with a
second-generation British-Jamaican resident during my time in Brixton, the local
resident sadly shared how he could not see himself living in the neighbourhood for the
next five years to come, despite being born and raised a couple of blocks away from the
train station.319 His observations point to similar points highlighted during an interview
conducted by the scholar Charli Bristow.320 There, another Afro-Caribbean resident
discusses the displacement of Afro-Caribbean residents as inevitable:
“I feel like a lot of the [Afro-Caribbean] vibe’s just kind of disappeared, a lot of the
businesses are new, they’re just new either franchises or new business owners
that wanna take a piece of that Brixton out, that was created by the people who
lived here originally.”321
His observations are in line with the housing market changes. In 2017, the Financial
Times estimated that homes in Brixton experienced a cost increase of 76 per cent within
five years, with no prospect of plateauing.322
In my experience frequenting Brixton, my colleagues argued that affordable
housing no longer exists in the neighbourhood, with the average rental unit rising over
£400 a week. As a result, the concentration of the Jamaican diaspora has decreased
from 12.6 per cent in 1991 to 9.5 per cent in 2011, and 9 per cent today, relocating to
different neighbourhoods further away from the city centre, such as Croydon, or
deprived areas in northern London (from Hackney and Newham, towards Tottenham).
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Within the city as a whole, they represent 4 per cent of the population, indicating that
despite patterns of dilution, the Afro-Caribbean presence is still concentrated in
Brixton.323
According to a borough survey conducted by Lambeth Council, the Black
Caribbean population is expected to decrease by 5 per cent by 2025.324 The decrease
of the Jamaican diaspora is paired with a projected increase in the concentration of
other ethnic minority groups and white residents.325 Thus, the data highlights how the
“construction” of authentic neighbourhoods has become a new mechanism of
displacement - ethnic aesthetic and retail without the people. As an impact of
redevelopment initiatives, the white population has been increasing while the
Afro-Caribbean is only expected to decrease.
In Brixton's 2009 masterplan, new recommendations included support and
protection of the cultural mix to "use its cultural character and identity to develop a local
economy focusing on the creative and cultural industries."326 Once again the local
cultural heritage is framed as an inspiration for redevelopment.327 The masterplan
mentions sub-cultural movements, local arts and history, and music production to justify
Brixton as a melting pot.328 Not once was that culture defined; yet, there is a clear desire
to capitalise on the local heritage and promote it for economic purposes; with a faint
allusion to the Jamaican diaspora and history of activism. This commercialised trend of
interacting with local authenticity displaces vulnerable residents who rely on affordable
323
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rents, framing Glass's definition of gentrification as a process of socio-economic
reconstruction. Thus, the contemporary cycle of redevelopment accommodates a
multicultural lifestyle that is not inclusive of lower-income residents. The main example
can be Pop Brixton, the place where I worked.

Image 40: Pop Brixton, retrieved from Secret London.329 April 2021.

Pop Brixton was idealised as a place for the community to get together to
promote their local businesses.330 Once walking past the doors, a blue board claims that
inside, one will find “a community of independent, local businesses serving up food,
fashion, music and more.“ But there, one can find Baba G’s, Mama’s Jerk, and Halo
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Burger, all of which sell street food in several other locations across the city, defeating
the idea of “local” preached at the entrance. What started as a community centre
became a part of the problem of diaspora community displacement. My
second-generation British-Jamaican friend is one of the hundreds who are forced to
imagine a future away from Brixton.
In 2015, the streets of Brixton were alive, filled and vibrating with the thousands
of people gathered to voice their concerns against the gentrification of the area.
Through the slogan Reclaim Brixton, a campaign led by London Black Revolutionaries,
local advocates fought against the development practices of Lambeth Council, which
supported projects similar to Pop Brixton in the name of the community.331 The efforts
were labelled as community-led, but played out as a form of “social cleansing,” as
labelled by Reclaim Brixton, displacing marginal communities and working people in the
name of economic development.332 Carolyne Hill, born in Brixton, protested by claiming
that the Lambeth Council "want to whitewash" Brixton.333 But even though
anti-gentrification protests are vital in ensuring the sustainability and livelihood of
working-class residents, they are intrinsically conservative. Protesters protest new
development, in particular, arguing that they raise property prices. But in doing so, these
campaigns also undermine initiatives that could construct affordable housing. As a
result, they fail to address the more urgent need to ensure the affordability of Brixton as
a way to tackle the long-lasting housing crisis and marginalisation of diaspora
communities.
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Image 41: Retrieved from The Guardian (2015).334

Because of the conflicting presentation of community and development, similarly
to Kreuzberg, Brixton stages a conflict between different residents and the fight against
gentrification. In an interview conducted by George Mavrommatis, a recent resident of
Brixton, Kalbir, points out that he was attracted to Brixton because of its cultural
diversity. However, when asked about his social interactions within the area, he replied
that “there isn’t much interaction.“335 For Kalbir, he still sees and lives near Jamaican
families, but they exist in contrast to other “young media types” like himself.336 The
theme of social division within the culturally diverse setting of Brixton stands out from
the interview. Despite being aware of the local Jamaican diaspora, Kalbir expresses a
detachment from them. One can then observe the division within Brixton through the
process of redevelopment. It exposes the paradoxical desire to be part of the authentic
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multicultural scene by living there and 'consuming' the infrastructure, while not
interacting with the multicultural heritage of people.
A new culture based on consumption of authenticity has become part of the
urban lifestyle in search of authenticity, justifying further development practices that do
not prioritise historically marginalised communities. By wanting to integrate into the
physical space without placing any effort into fostering a social network and opening up
the cultural dialogue, gentrification efforts gain strength while destabilising the
long-standing community. Gentrification continued to construct the bodies of diaspora
and immigrant communities as appropriate targets of investment and eventually
displacement. In doing so, the discourse of ‘authenticity’ became a power tool of urban
racial exclusion, which enabled the ‘authentic’ resident to be displaced in the process of
marketed-celebration of authenticity.
Celebrating and Displacing Authenticity
The history of diaspora communities in Kreuzberg and Brixton shaped the urban
landscape and local identity, bringing in different lifestyles in the urban space and
attracting counter-cultural and alternative communities. Over time, they developed as
theme parks of authenticity within a changing city. Through community-led
organisations, the Turkish and Jamaican diaspora fostered a strong character in space,
shaping the local culture as one of social capital. However, authentic local culture has
also become a commodity. As argued throughout the chapter, its commodification did
not entail the inclusion of otherwise 'authentic' residents into the redevelopment
practice. Instead, development projects were used as tools of further
disenfranchisement and displacement.
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Looking back on my initial experience in the club, the alternative music scene
drowned out the heritage of diasporic communities in their celebration of the
counter-cultural past. While the diasporic communities drew the alternative urban scene
into space, the presence of the sub-culture produces a new type of authenticity that in
fact excludes the Turkish and Jamaican communities. The authentic image projected
reveals new tension in space, where housing becomes a matter of lifestyle and the
neighbourhood becomes a mere aesthetic. With that, the marginal practices that
excluded the diaspora community on the basis of "othering" their urban lifestyle is now
accepted as authentic, moving across transnational cultural scenes and becoming
mainstream.
The sociologist Stuart Hall argues that there are shreds of evidence that the
multicultural shift led to the increase of tolerance for difference.337 This proves to be true
in promoting diversity and authenticity as an asset to the city. On the other hand,
departing from his argument that culture is a place of interpretative struggle, the
emergence of multiculturalism - framed as authentic - highlights the ongoing
exclusionary urban practices since the arrival of migrants in Kreuzberg and Brixton. This
marketplace authenticity is defined by its ability to appeal to a population foreign to
Kreuzberg and Brixton, and not support the established diaspora community. I support
the argument by discussing the urban development practices in Berlin and London. The
campaigns of Mediaspree, United Colours of Brixton and Brixton City Challenge had
one thing in common: promoting diversity as an asset to capitalise.338 They celebrated
the authentic multicultural scene while commodifying it. By doing so, areas of high
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concentration of diaspora residents became 'gentrifiable.' The cultural resources
provided by the diaspora community, including the affordability and co-existence with
counter-cultural communities became a new form of raw material to the economic
development of the city.
In one of his interviews, Rapper Akala discusses the displacement of the
immigrant residents to the outskirts of London in a thought-provoking way:
"Simon says Hackney wasn't that interesting, but now it is. But interesting to
whom? Because I grew up going [there] five times a week as a child, and it was
one of the most interesting places in London for me as was Brixton, where I grew
up. But Brixton and Hackney are no longer interesting for people like me because
we don't live there anymore, right? [...] They become cool because we've moved
out, even though we made them cool in the first place."339
The idea of 'interesting to whom' resonates with the question of authenticity and
multiculturalism. Today, Kreuzberg and Brixton are interesting to me as a tourist. But
policymakers fabricated this 'cool' factor to engage in financial speculation based on
their potential market value, within their alternative niches, through the sudden embrace
of authenticity. To accept diaspora communities as part of the city, urban practices
fetishised the neighbourhood as a unique aesthetic. The cultural difference became
accepted but based on its appeal to non-diasporic, expressively white residents. The
celebration of cultural difference evolved into an engine of gentrification, which recycled
exclusionary practices from the earlier phase, when the Turkish and Jamaican
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communities first arrived in the city, pushing these communities to non-desirable living
spaces.
Activism has continued as a legacy in both neighbourhoods to advocate for the
right to live in the city and prevent further speculation of the market. But at the same
time, the fight against gentrification does not address long-standing issues of affordable
and decent housing for immigrant communities. In both contexts, the mainstream fight
against redevelopment and gentrification longs for a nostalgic ideal of what Kreuzberg
and Brixton were yesterday, a week ago, a month ago, or a year ago. The voice of
protests carries an entitlement that romanticises a run-down and alternative lifestyle
associated with the diasporic and activist community and their legacies. These protests
fail to recognise the historically poor and exclusionary housing condition of Turkish and
Afro-Caribbean diasporas.
Despite the more affirmative ethnic discourse, the needs of Turkish and
Jamaican diaspora communities are only secondarily addressed without acknowledging
their historical vulnerability within Kreuzberg and Brixton. For that reason,
multiculturalism is increasingly existing within a vacuum - as an accessory to the
commercial value of the city. As a result, the acceptance and the celebration of the
multicultural agenda and commodification of the aesthetic representation of diversity
transform into a seedbed for a new form of collective violence based on culture.
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Concluding Thoughts: The Continuous Fight Against Diaspora Communities

Image 42: Kreuzberg, taken by author. August 2019.

The Turkish diaspora in Kreuzberg and the Jamaican diaspora in Brixton have
constructed a spatial identity in Berlin and London. From their initial establishment in the
city to the present day, their needs were maintained at the margins of (re)development
strategies. Over the years, the community has become an aesthetic for the upscaling of
the neighbourhoods in ways that led to their very displacement. Despite changes in the
narrative of diaspora communities, diverging from the initial pathology of their presence
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and moving towards affirmative discourses, the diaspora community continues as
vulnerable groups in the city.
In the 1970s and 1980s, urban politics were used to manage the diaspora
community, enforcing internal borders within the city by controlling the place of their
establishment. Zuzugssperre and the Colour Bar Bill are examples of racist urban
policies. They were further manifested within the housing market by excluding Turks
and Jamaicans from being part of new housing in Kreuzberg and Brixton. These policies
pushed the diaspora community into buildings that were waiting for demolition or
vulnerable to speculation. As a result, Zuzugssperre and the Colour Bar Bill were racist
tools to limit the mobility of the diaspora community and control the immigrant presence
in the city.
In response to the urban neglect, diaspora communities joined forces with local
activism initiatives, including the squatting community, Antifa Gençlik in Kreuzberg, and
the Black Panther Movement in Brixton. Through these left-leaning organised groups,
the diaspora community gained political visibility and fought back the impositions of the
spatial organisation of the city. By finding strength within the alternative network, they
challenged the negative and deterministic attitude towards their concentrations. In doing
so, Kreuzberg and Brixton juxtaposed the rest of the city by being both the 'ghetto' and
the countercultural hub. They became sites of authenticity, where the legacy of
residents in housing and their tradition added value to the neighbourhoods. However,
this authenticity eventually developed into a new mechanism of urban racial exclusion.
As argued, it became a tool to promote space by using the local culture as an accessory
of redevelopment, attracting capital without protecting residents.
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Diaspora communities continued being neglected in redevelopment efforts. By
ignoring the history of these neighbourhoods and the legacy of racist urban policies, the
discourse of authenticity has developed as a tool of power. It enables the marketisation
of space and encourages the movement of non-diasporic groups into Kreuzberg and
Brixton. This movement symbolises a trend of the colonisation of diasporic areas, where
local culture is prioritised for their potential commercial value, disregarding local
residents that crafted such culture. Thus, Turks and Jamaicans become increasingly
encroached on by the neo-bohemians who consume the countercultural lifestyle, seek
the politically charged neighbourhood as a fetishised background, and slowly reclaim
the inner-city. Redevelopment practices then reaffirm inequality and institutional racism,
only tangentially addressing the historical deprivation of diaspora communities. This is
not to discredit redevelopment practices or romanticise the decaying past of these
neighbourhoods, as living conditions were never adequate. Nonetheless, my discussion
brings forth the question of who truly benefits from redevelopment efforts.
Unfortunately, I was not able to explore the topic of authenticity to its full extent.
In the future, when I perfect my German skills, and COVID-19 is no longer a limitation, I
hope to conduct interviews with residents of Kreuzberg and Brixton to expand the
meaning of the word. Through this thesis, I have explored authenticity as an outsider
attempting to be an insider. Despite having lived or frequented both neighbourhoods for
an extensive amount of time, I cannot pretend to be a local resident. Because of that, I
want to explore what authenticity means for long-term residents of Kreuzberg and
Brixton. I want to interrogate whether residents think that the spatial composition of
Turkish and Jamaican stores, music venues, community centres and local activism
make their neighbourhood special and unique in the same way as I see. Then, I would
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like to question the changing meaning of authenticity for short-term residents and how it
impacts people's preferences in the city. It would be interesting to see which parts of the
neighbourhoods’ history continue to shape their attractiveness today, and if authenticity
means different spatial notions for each generation of residents. In particular, it interests
me whether the notion of the 'ghetto' has alternative connotations.
Finally, in this thesis I also got the chance to question my role in the city as
someone who unavoidably gravitates towards these diverse pockets of authenticity. For
instance, I found myself questioning my desire to rent a room by Kottbusser Tor or why I
once dreamed of someday living by Brixton Village. I have a vivid memory of walking
along these streets, and residents and local vendors acknowledging my presence.
Every nod and smile shared made me feel like I belonged in a city where it was easy to
just exist and be one more. This research forced me to see my internal conflict, where I
want to be part of these neighbourhoods but know that I would be displacing someone
by doing so. At first, I could not help but blame myself for the vulnerability of Turks and
Jamaicans in the city. My desire to move into these neighbourhoods because of the
diasporic history and legacy unavoidably shakes social networks. Nevertheless, it would
be naive to argue that diasporic people should remain in the original living situation
solemnly for the tradition. Hence, to make peace with myself, I came to the conclusion
that recognising the exclusionary past of urban policies and the continuity they have in
the urban environment is a crucial step towards constructing truly inclusive urban
societies. Only then will diasporic communities not be marginal to urban development
practices.
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